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Introduction 
Mughal paintings are relatively a new source from which much valuable 
information can be gleaned for the material culture of Mughal India. Through the 
years of successive reigns, these paintings came to represent a mass of evidence for 
the material culture as well as the social and cultural history of Mughal India. The 
meager availability of art effects, particularly relating to craft and technology of the 
period, greatly reinforces the worth of Mughal paintings also, in the absence of 
detailed literary evidence on the female figures, pictorial depictions of these assume 
great significance. 
An attempt has been made in this dissertation, to list briefly depiction of 
women in Mughal paintings and also their various profession, costumes etc. requiring 
relevant skill, as depicted in the Mughal painting during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. But a study primarily based on paintings will naturally suffer fi-om some 
limitation. 
The First chapter gives information about paintings of women such as 
manuscript paintings, album paintings, margin paintings etc. In Manuscript paintings 
a theme is related to central figure .These paintings are the master piece of creative 
art. Manuscripts painting of the harem exclusively depict scenes of ladies playing 
chess and chaupar enjoying dance performance or the celebration of various festivals. 
Album paintings include portraits of Mughal ladies i.e. Nur Jahan, Mumtaj Mahal, 
Jodha Bai etc. There are many pictures which depict princesses and queens. These 
surviving examples reveal a wide variety of impression of their physiognomy. It is not 
improbable that originally their portraits were taken from life. The paintings became 
more graceful with the use of margin. The Mughal paintings depict love-scenes more 
frequently during late Shan Jahan's reign. Some of these paintings depict scenes in 
Zenana. Here the drinking parties for females distinctly suggest lesbian activity that 
must have prevailed in harem. 
Princesses of course were so well worked after that they were always 
accompanied by ladies and maids. Even Jahan Ara and Roshan Ara could meet their 
friends and lovers' .These women had better opportunities for their friend and lovers. 
Other women folk had not better opportunities because of their not so important 
position permitted then to be alone when they so close. 
In the Mughal period the women ascetics maintained their identity and 
important position. During Akbar's reign Hindu saints were frequently associated 
with the Mughal government. Rani Roopmati one of the wives of Akbar was the 
follower of the vaishnava cult. The women of royal harem also visited to ascetic 
women iyoginis). 
The Second chapter is related to the authenticity of paintings. From the time of 
Jahangir onwards, painters began to depict harem scenes with untrammeled freedom 
.These painting indeed help in recapitulating the harem atmosphere delicate women of 
almond-eye beauties are depicted as bathing, adorning themselves, playing the veena 
and awaiting their lover etc. 
In this regard one point has needed to clarify at the out set. It is said that 
painting describing harem scenes are only conjectural and imaginary. The court 
painters were debarred from the seraglio and had no opportunity to acquire any visual 
experience of such scenes .In spite of this there are some real paintings of Mughal 
women. Abul Fazl writes in his Ain- i-Akbari that Akbar ordered his painters to draw 
an exact likeness of figure. 
The Third chapter gives information about the dress of women in medieval 
period. Dresses occupied a fairly prominent place in the life of the ladies of royalty 
and the nobility. In Mughal period when the upper class ladies had very limited 
occupation and their physical charm was the only passport of royal favors most of 
them devoted their utmost attention to their dresses. Women of royalty and nobility 
wore elegant, costly dresses. They took pleasure in being daintily dressed so that they 
may look pretty and attractive. The maid used to wear dresses almost like princesses. 
This is clearly born out by the large together. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish 
between the two. They not only dressed like royal maidens but they were also equally 
beautiful delicate and slim. 
The dress of common women among the Muslims consisted of a shirt and 
trouser. The shape of their trousers varied some wore shalwar (breaches) and other 
ghagra (loose skirt). Hindu women generally wore choli which was a small jacket 
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wore round the chest. Below it they wore sari references of sari frequently occurs the 
Baburnama. 
The Fourth chapter gives information about everyday life of the royal women. 
There were more than five thousand women in royal harem. Each had a separate 
apartment. The internal administration of the harem was placed under the charge of 
intelligent and active women called darogas. Many women officials like Mahaldars, 
Mushrifs, and Begis are also mentioned by Persian chronicles. Besides concubines 
and courtesans these women had important place in the Mughal harem. The 
courtesans performed dances and played on various instruments. The establishment of 
harem is further under focus. Several women were appointed inside the harem. Young 
princesses were too much in their company. Eunuchs were the favorites of princesses, 
who were very liberal to them, in order to win them and from time, got permission to 
enjoy them. Sometimes eunuchs were appointed in charge of harem. 
Feast and festivities were quite often observed in the harem and the 
celebration took place with great pomp and show. These were observed by both the 
Hindus and Muslims. Our study further includes pastime of women. Both Hindu and 
Muslim festivals were celebrated id-i-milad, shab-i-barat, id-ul-zuha and many at her 
minor Muslims to which references have been made both my Persian chronicles and 
foreign travelers were solemnized with great eclat. Some Hindu festivals like dashera, 
diwali, holi, rakshabandhan and vasant were also celebrated inside the Mughal 
harem. The Harem-ladies arranged feasts on such occasions and helped in decorating 
the venue of the celebrations. Illuminations fire works, abundant display of gold, 
silver and pearls diamonds and jewels were the highlights of the royal feasts and 
festivities. 
Additionally, present study includes pastimes of women i.e. hunting, horse 
riding, playing polo, drinking wine etc. Mostly Mughal women went to hunt with the 
emperors. Some ladies of the royal family took keen interest in music some painfings 
shows ladies holding various instruments like lute, tambourine etc. 
Chapter five gives information about working women. The women did work 
not only inside but also out side the home. Mughal painfings depict various parts of 
village women's life. These women's are mostly poor and involved in different works 
i.e. spinning, cooking, agricultural works, milking etc. Domestic sphere was the most 
important field of women's activities. Women were also involved in building 
industry. They carried bricks and lime mortar. These women also broke bricks for the 
construcfion of buildings and roads. 
Painting was an important work in the Mughal period. Some women painters 
were also there i.e. Nadira Banu, Ruqaiya Banu, Nini and Sahifa Banu. Nini was an 
artist during the reign of Jahangir (1605-27). Sahifa Banu seems originally to have 
been painter both here inscribed miniatures being adopted after original by Agha 
Mirak and Bihzad of the Persian school. 
Persian chronicles and paintings refer the evidence of women burning. Hindu 
women were burnt with the funeral pyre of their husband. This system was known as 
sati system. It was frequently practiced during Akbar and Jahangir's time and even 
later. Other customs, traditions and practices of these days are also seen in the 
miniatures of the Mughal period. 
In short Mughal paintings, provide a detailed picture of the medieval women. 
These paintings also depict their conditions of life, profession and works etc. 

Manuscript Painting and Album Pictures 
Right from the reign of Babur there are many Mughal miniature paintings in 
which women have been shown .In manuscripts the figures of royal women are given 
in the centre or at a prominent spot .These manuscript paintings are leading a theme 
related to central figure .The portrayal of female displays an admirable artistic skill 
.Album (muraqqa) contains a large number of detached folios of similar size, some 
time it contain margin (hashiya) design .These paintings are drawn on paper occupies 
the whole folio. 
Ladies painted by various painters such as Kesu, Khem, Jagan, Lai, Madhu, 
Mohammad Kashmiri and Sahu in the Tarikh i khandan i Timuria (Patna) include 
royal princesses, female attendants, dancers and musicians women engaged in 
different professions' etc. Ladies though rarely depicted in the illustrations, are 
painted with similar expertise and striking similarity in their features of course, these 
are stereotype depiction of females' at work. Rhythmic figures of ladies had drawn in 
a few lines and curves evidences the perfectness of an artist in the representation of 
varying postures and actions^. No doubt, a monotonous effect prevails due to the 
similarity in costumes, ornaments and head-gears, etc. 
An earlier Akbarnama painting represents the fulfillment of the Mughal 
narrative style .^ There is a one other group of paintings in which Akbar's artist 
successfully applied the narrative style''. Musicians and dancers are mostly 
represented to accomplish a feast or birth ceremony .^ Rarely, in one instance, a 
musician playing on rubab (lute) is displayed in an expedition scene, depicting 
'Akbar's entrance into Surat', painted by Farruqh Beg .^ To illustrate the theme artist 
seems to represents maximum number of musical instruments. Present miniature 
exhibits varying instruments, e.g. chang (frame drum) naqqara (kettle drum) of 
varying sizes in three pairs, qarna (lip blown instrument), sanjan (cymbals) the 
accompaniment of vocal musicians and dancers. The dancers usually wielded cymbals 
and the musicians casually held dhol (a tubular drum). 
Their poses are generally identical, a foot raised from the ground and hands 
stretched upwards. Variety is sought out by positioning their hands in different angles. 
Similarly, (^ (^ /'(tambourine) and flute players are represented identical in pose. In case, 
the dancing figures occupy the central part of the compositions on Platell? (Akb, 
V.A.) composed in circling order displays dancers in the centre .^ The emperor's seat 
remains quite distinct. The lower margin is occupied by the attendants shown at the 
entrance and others. The figure of an emperor represented from the central scene. 
Similarly on folios 6b and 9a Tarikh (Patna), Veena (lute) player and musicians 
playing on rubab, chang and flutes represented on the extreme right margin hardly co-
relate the central scene .^ 
The study of an unfinished Jahangirnama painting in the Museum of fine 
Arts , Boston, shows the scene of the birth of a prince. The scene is composed in two 
distinct panels, the upper half presenting a graphic view of the women's quarters at 
the time of a royal birth. In the center of the upper part the dark complexioned 
princess who has just delivered the baby is shown resting on a low bed placed in a 
pavilion. The newborn child with a halo around his tiny head is held by a young maid 
while two other maids look after the mother. A matronly woman sits on a chair placed 
close to the pavilion from her chaghatai (clan) headdress and placing of the foot-
cushion. She appears to be none other than Akbar's mother Hamida Banu Begum'°. 
Another chaghatai women wearing a red shawl sits on the edge of an opulent gold 
bordered blue ground floral carpet. A large number of young and old women are 
shown behind the lady seated on a chair, while another big group of female musicians, 
maids, and attendants assemble on the left to celebrate the happy event. In the lower 
part, four Hindu and Muslim astrologers are engrossed in casting the horoscope of the 
newborn prince". Retainers bring large trays covered with brocaded thalposh (tray 
cover) while a well-built woman guards the zenana (female apartment) entrance and 
other women come into or out of it, and a young inquisitive girl steals a peep from the 
side of the qanat (tent). 
Miniature paintings related to various occasions such as Diwali, Holi, and /c/'^  
etc. also painted by Mughal painters. Royal women enjoyed firework with great pomp 
and fanfare. Sometimes wives of noble also enjoyed these festivals with other harem 
ladies. The single figure portrait, greatly in vogue during the seventeenth century, had 
its genesis at Akbar's atelier .A few single figure portraits from Mughal atelier show 
in general the figure in profile, standing in isolation against a flat ground painted pale 
green. 
Portraiture at the imperial Mughal atelier developed with a marked tenor of 
realism (altogether absent in Persian painting) in the depiction of physical features, 
mood feelings rhythm and above this an emphasis on the utmost accuracy in terms of 
the minutest details in delineating the contours of body and true to life representation 
of the subject'^ . In this context, the works of Basawan and Mansur excel others and 
their masterpieces, indeed hint at definite modes and trends in portrait painting. These 
trends continued in the later period, undoubtedly with greater clarity and in their 
established form"*. The shift from the three quarter view to the fijll profile in 
portraiture already observed during Akbar's reign. 
The painters were also busy with compilation of the royal muraqqa to house 
the large and valuable collection of Persian masterworks'^ The wide margins of these 
pages were tastefully and delicately ornamented with gold, geometrical, arabesque, 
landscape and floral motifs. In most pages the calligraphic panels also contained 
figural designs of exceptionally high quality showing Jahangir, male and female 
members of royal family, nobles holy men, poets and professionals engaged in their 
work. Bishandas was an active participant in grand project as he illustrated at least the 
margins of two folios of the Muraqqa-e-Gulshan (album) Bishandas was at his best 
when he painted the full-page picture "The house of Shaikhphul" for Jahangir'^. A 
large number of people from different walks of life assembled with in the confines of 
the Hermitage. In this wonderful painting the old bearded Sheikh clad only in the 
barest loincloth is totally oblivious of the crowds of people including a prince and his 
scholarly companions, a man carrying vessels, guards, women and a child shown 
around his single cell house. In Baharistan of J ami, Miskin painted a painting of an 
unfaithful wife'^  had persuaded a young man to occupy her place in her tent while she 
enjoyed a company of her lover some distance away. Her husband has discovered the 
description and is wreaking his wrath on the young man, while his wife's mother and 
sister are trying to protect him and soothe the husband. 
Margin Painting 
Border on margin painting was introduced in order to enhance the beauty and 
elegance of the central picture'^ This sort of painting owes its origin to the border 
decoration in Persian painting which dates baci<; to the twelfth century. Later on the 
Mongols, Timurids and Safavids developed it, and their style directly influenced the 
margin painting of the Mughal. The Mughal atelier adopted this form of painting in 
the last quarter of the 16* century. The Diwan-i-Hqfiz (C-1588) of Raja Library 
Rampur is the first illustrated Mughal manuscript with some examples of margin 
painting'^ this peculiar technique reached its height during the reign of Jahangir that a 
miniature without a decorated border was considered incomplete and imperfect. 
Border painting became common. It became a class in itself and assumed a 
distinct status and attracted royal attention. During Jahangir's reign hashiyah (margin) 
art developed quite independently and managed to reach the highest point of 
perfection. Here the border occupies more space than the central picture^ *^ . Attempts 
are also made to represent human beings in relief. Similarly the picture representing 
musical performance shows the greater number of musical instruments and a feast 
scene accommodate greater variety of utensils and so on. 
Birthday ceremonies have been drawn according a set composition which 
mostly admits the princess with her new bom baby in the inner part of the palace 
generally shown in the high margin. The astrologers are preparing the birth chart; 
musician and dancers mainly female artist are giving their performance '^. The 
attending maids are taking care of the child and the princess lying in her bed in a 
room attended by other maids. Generally the figures ofveena player and musician are 
playing on rubab, chang, and flutes represented on the extreme right margin hardly 
co-related the central scene . 
Margin painting of a folio from an album of the Jahangir shows gardeners 
engaged in various jobs^ .^ Women are again shown, this time there being two of them. 
They can be seen carrying plants; one is an earthen ware pot and the others roots 
protectively encased in mud. 
Amorous Pictures 
Many Mughal paintings are related to the enjoyment of love. These paintings 
provide the erotic sentiments of two kinds '^' (a) enjoyments of love, that is affection 
finding its realization and satisfaction (b) love is disagreement of separation, which is 
amours upset by quarrel of the lovers. These paintings are periods of disunion affected 
by external circumstances, such as inevitable absence of the partner caused by 
traveling or other professional duties. Occasionally, the love affair is a case of 
secrecy . The normal type of Indian love is however, that between married couples, 
which seems to apply even to the present times of emancipation of the Indian women, 
as stated by Randhawa^ .^ The love norm of Hindu society is that of conjugal fidelity, 
as of Rama and Sita, and Nala and Damayannti. Loyalty is a major of force making 
for unity in life. It gives point and flavor, and above all, meaning to a life of culture. 
Paintings of Mughal period provide enormous information related to the 
pleasure of loving life of Mughal women. During the time of Babur and Humayun 
women were comparatively free^^ but from the time of Akbar strict Parda began to 
be enforced. Harem women were kept shut indoors. Thomas Coryat says that, "what 
so ever is brought inside of harem of virile shape, as for instance radishes, so great is 
the jealously, and so frequent the wickedness of these people, that they are cut and 
jagged for fear of converting the same to some unnatural abuse"^ .^ 
Fifty years later he is not corroborated by Manucci who says that "Nor do they 
permit in to the place radishes, cucumbers, or vegetables that I can not name"^ .^The 
orthodox Badaoni even hints of the prevalence of lesbianism '^'. 
In one painting dated 1610 A.D. a lady is adorning herself before a mirror. A 
young and aristocratic woman holds in her raised hand a roundish piece of jewellery, 
which has pearls, set around . Other painting of Mughal period dated 1605-6 shows 
that a lady has stretched herself in full length on the bed and sleeps. Her lover wants 
to depart, but is still sitting on the right edge of the bed, turning his head back and 
extending his raised, right arm towards his lady-love to the left. Two small, violet 
petals have evidently fallen out of his hands and are lying on the white drapery at the 
front edge of the bed . 
The harem ladies were emotionally attached to the eunuchs. The eunuchs on 
their part were loyal to their masters and mistresses. Bemier found that a eunuch was 
privileged to enter any where^\ When their husbands has gone away, either to court, 
or to some place where he takes only his favorite wife, and leaves the rest at home, 
they allow eunuchs to enjoy them according to their ability '^*.Manucci also affirms 
that the eunuchs were favorites of the princesses "whom they enjoyed". 
Thus, trusted as confidants of young ladies and keeping constant company of 
the love sick women of the harem, eunuchs could not but have their own love affairs. 
But how could that be possible? How could a eunuch make love to a lady? Harem 
ladies would have been enamored of such fair and 'masculine' persons. That explains 
the instances on record where eunuchs had amorous affairs^ .^ Henry Elliot in a note 
on institutes of Jahangir''^  writes about two cases of love affairs of eunuchs. In the 
first instance mentioned, "A gentle woman was taken in the king's house in some 
improper act with a eunuch". In other case Jahangir "happening to catch a eunuch 
kissing one of his women^^ Such incidents could hardly deter women from their 
pursuit of pleasure with eunuchs. 
It is mainly Bemier and Manucci who write about the amorous affairs of the 
royal princesses, Francois Bemier writes, "I shall introduced two anecdotes connected 
with the amours of this Princess (Jahan Ara Begum) and hope. I shall not be suspected 
of a wish to supply subjects for romance ^^ . Jahan Ara confined in a seraglio and 
guarded like other women, received visit from a handsome young man of no exalted 
rank but of an agreeable personality'"'. 
Bemier appreciated Aurangzeb. But he dose not seem to hold a very high 
opinion of his favorite sister Roshan Ara and freely writes about her romantic affairs. 
According to him as well as Manucci, the princess once admitted two young men in 
the harem for several days enjoying their company. After some time one of them was 
permitted to conduct their charge out of the seraglio undercover of the night'*'. In the 
case of second paramour, the youth had entered the seraglio by the regular gate, had 
kept company of the princess for some time, till one day he was seen moving about 
the gardens'*"^ . Manucci also writes about the amorous adventures of Roshan Ara 
Begum, and he derives a singular pleasure out of these. He sympathized with Jahan 
Ara and therefore only makes passing references to her love adventures. He writes, 
"Roshan Ara Begum, kept there nine youths in secret for her diversion"''^ . This lady, 
although not desirous of marriage, had no intention of being deprived of her 
satisfaction. Therefore she asked her aunt to make over to her at least one out of 
• 44 
nine . 
Ordinarily, no man could approach the ladies in the harem barring "their 
husband and the doctors". Manucci was a physician therefore he could go inside the 
harem. When he asserts his hand inside the curtain; women of royal harem lay hold of 
it, kiss it, and softly bite it. Some out of curiosity apply it to their breast, which has 
happened to conceal what was passing from the matrons and eunuchs then present"*^ . 
Consultation with physicians apart, ladies could sometimes arrange to invite men 
inside the harem for a tryst. Messages were sent trough maid servants and eunuchs. 
Occasionally carrier pigeons were also used"*^ . 
According to Plesaert the trouble was that "the women of harem wear, indeed, 
the most expensive clothes eat the daintiest food and enjoy all worldly pleasure except 
one, and for one. It was the company of their husband''^ . 
Common Women 
The Mughal paintings are too rich about the study of common women. Even 
though, the painters of Akbar were not primarily concerned with the depiction of the 
common people. There are many miniatures in which they have been depicted. These 
included singers and dancers'*^ accompanied by their party men, stable attendants'* ,^ 
and young girl '^' pulling water from the well or carrying the picture head in murky 
solitude below the robust wall of a fort and some other paintings. All these divert our 
attention from the atmosphere of the court to the austere side of the 16"^  century life of 
the common women '^. Their proximity to the focal point in the miniature is 
determined by the nature of their functions. The inner circle is generally occupied by 
the ladies of royal household, the next by the attendants of the court^ .^ The ordinary 
women may be introduced in outdoor scenes to make the outermost circle. The people 
may be distinguished by the work in which they are shown occupied. It is only 
though; work is being performed by them and their dress that we identify them. 
Musician and dancers '^' represented in the paintings are those that belong to 
the court. They are not necessarily representative of the public performs and their 
costumes and dress may not be taken as typical of this class of people. They are 
depicted in groups of the female artists. The cooks represented in the feast scenes 
are dressed like other attendants employed in royal services. They may or may not be 
the representative of the cooks belonging to the commoners. 
Women attendants are shown inside the palaces in attendance of royal ladies. 
Like the male attendants they follow the royal-ladies in the place or camp, and 
perform different functions including the carrying of the royal insignia^^ The female 
attendants served in a similar fashion. Paintings depict female royal personages, these 
women can be seen doing domestic works and to serve their mistresses^ .^ 
Mughal painters also painted some other type of common women. A woman 
worked in the garden. She is clearing water- channel. Her dress is in the usual fashion 
of this period". 
The women of tribes' people adorned themselves with a garland of flowers^ *. 
A washerwoman wore a red skirt tucked above her knees and a brief blouse^ .^ She is 
washing cloths with her husband. Some other paintings are also related to common 
women such as they are giving water to thirsty^*', fanning to their mistress. 
Women were engaged in various works such as paintings '^ and some out door 
labor^ .^ They dressed in a long skirt and an odhni (veil). They also used to wear 
shawl. Babur speaks of the common peoples of Hindustan'^ ^ but scantly in a section of 
the chapter devoted to the "Description of Hindustan". Some information of their 
profession, dresses and ornaments can however be gleaned in outlines from the 
illustrations provided during the time of Akbar '^'. Turban or cap was commonly used 
by ladies and was considered a necessary part of their dress^ .^ The cap mostly used by 
laborers, women attendants and some times royal attendants. The turbans or caps of 
royal-attendants and female dancers are distinguished from others by kalghi (feather) 
sported in the centre or on a side. 
Female Ascetics 
Mughal paintings are mostly concerned with the subjects taken up from the 
religious life of the medieval people. A fine Mughal painting from of an ascetic 
woman dated c. 1600 shoes, she is performing various religious activities .Mughal 
painting depicts a young women squats on the ground before a shrine, in which a 
iinga, the symbol of the God shiva, stands on a pedestal at the left .She pays her 
reverence to the God by paying the cymbals held in both her hands and possibly 
en 
intonates a devotional song at the same time 
A woman wears a loin cloth of bright yellow color. She is staring in to the 
distance while grasping with the thumb and for finger of her right hand a garland of 
blossoms which falls from the shoulders down on her necked breast 
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A woman of dark blue complexion, wearing a loin cloth made of leaves, is 
sitting on a huge boulder in a rocky land. Turning to the left, she holds a cobra in the 
left hand and rises up her right in order to instruct the snack which has tamely coiled 
itself with its tail around her left arm and expanded its hood. Curling the body around 
the trunk of a tree, two more snakes are watching the women (probably a yogini) 
interestedly from other side ^^ . 
A painting depicts, a lady with the two maids approaches an aged yogini 
(ascetic women) in a robe with long hair falling on her shoulders who sits cross 
legged on a platform before her cell. The>'og/>;/ holds a fly whisk in one hand and in 
the other the typical short crutch used by ascetics. A child acolyte squats in the 
foreground with a begging bowf''. 
There appears to be a deliberate contrast between the austere yogini and the 
sensuously appealing women which in turn raises the question of why there should be 
any relation between the ascetic and her refined visitors'''. 
A painting of late 17* century shows people are visiting to a yogi .Three 
ascetic woman are standing near to;^o^/ one yogini is milking a goat. One other is 
baking bread^ .^ 
A painting of Mughal a lady and her five maids visit two yoginis at a night in a 
forest". The lady dressed in a bodice and skirt with transparent dupatta .One lady is 
offering some gifts to an ascetic woman .One other>'og/«/ is standing near to a senior 
yogini. She is in a transparent sari. She has garland in her hand .She is wearing 
ornaments of pearls. 
One painting of late Mughal period shows, a lady and her maid visit three 
yoginis^ '* .The lady is dressed in a bodice and skirt with transparent duptta. Her maid 
stands near to her .One other man sits near to her. Yogini is in sari .Her long black hair 
falling loose and two yoginis are in a sari, her long black hair are falling loose .Two 
yoginis are sitting on the right .One is playing on lute, other one is sitting near to her. 
There are bushes in the foreground and dense trees above. 
A Mughal painting depicts three men visit iv^o yoginis and one yogi at night in 
a forest ".A yogini is dressed in a sari .One yogi and jogw/ seated in the back side. In 
the centre burns a fire. 
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Ascetic women were neither tlie part of royal harem nor common women. 
These ascetic women passed their life outside the cities in the forest .They lived 
simple life without any pomp and show these women put on clothes which were 
prepared by the skin of animals or clothes mostly yellow in color. 
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The authenticity of the portraits of the royal ladies from the Mughal School 
has been a controversial question in the light of strict purdah observed by the Mughal 
ladies .Bemier writes that it is very difficult that these ladies can be approached and 
they are almost inaccessible to the sight of man'. When the princes and the emperors 
retired into the zenanas, the apartments reserved for the ladies, they were not 
accompanied by any male retainers but were carried by eunuchs and even women 
servants on Takht-i-rawans (literally traveling thrones),somewhat like sedan chairs. 
Male doctors when they were summoned entered the seraglio with bandaged eyes and 
faces of even the patients were heavily veiled . 
• No painter was allowed inside the harem many even be fallacious. Maham 
Begum, wife of Babur used to sit by the side of her husband on the throne^. A large 
painting in the Akbarnama with Maham Anaga as its central figure brings out clearly 
her robust face, stocky mien impressive white and yellow robes and her authoritarian 
demeanor"*. This would certainly indicate that it is her real portrait by one who had 
seen her closely. As a queen, Nur Jahan did not ohsQxvQ parda, she often appeared in 
the Jharokha (window). Her portraits too are probably after her own model .On many 
occasions Rajput queens did not observe/jorcto even while in the Mughal harem .^ It is 
well known that Mughal queens and princesses played polo, enjoyed horse riding and 
shooting animals and birds. These acts would not have been possible with their faces 
covered. There are many Mughal miniatures delineating such scenes., 
It is quite probable that some images of ladies of the harem who observed 
strict parda might have been executed by female painters. There is also a Mughal 
miniature showing a lady painting her own portrait while her attendant sits facing her 
holding the mirror .^ Nur Jhan was exceedingly beautiful. The artist who painted her 
must have seen her often for, as queen. Her portraits by Mughal artist are available^. 
The Hindu painters were large in number. Their artistic skill made Abul Fazl 
exclaims, that "their pictures surpass our conception of things"*.Among the Hindus 
there was no parda, and the artist who saw Hindu beauties freely did not find it 
difficult transfer to transplant such face to the ladies of the Mughal harem. All 
beautiful faces were alike to the artist painter. This is particularly shown in pictures 
where ladies are found in groups. In these paintings there is an ideal type of face for 
all. How ever, for the actual contour of the face, the painter had a very clear idea of 
his model, her clothes, coiffures and ornaments, her interests, hobbies and pastimes. 
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moments of joy or occasions of pain etc. Mughal miniature paintings are realistic and 
form a very important source for the study of Mughal women. 
The princesses and noble's wives were shut up in such a manner that they 
cannot be seen. They seemed as so many ghosts or spirits of the abyss; you could not 
tell if they were handsome or ugly, old or young .^ You could not even see the tips of 
their toes." Manucci enunciated a theory, which was generally accepted by critics till 
recently. "1 do not bring forward any portrait of queens, princesses, for it is 
impossible to see them thanks to their being concealed. If any one has produced such 
portraits, they should not be accepted, being only the likeness of concubines and 
dancing girls." 
O.C. Gangoly'^  has produced evidence to show that there were women 
painters in the Mughal days and therefore at least some of the feminine portraits could 
be accepted as authentic. The scene is the inner courtyard of a seraglio and therefore 
this miniature also may have been painted by a women artist. The models are a young 
woman, a child holding a flower and an old woman. A portrait by a woman artist 
named Shahifah Banu is also known, according to Rai Krishandasa". Painting of 
court ladies enjoying holi or princesses participating in polo may not have necessarily 
involved portraiture of specific feminine personalities. 
This led us to the assessment of the Mughal portrait in general. 'His Majesty 
himself sat for his likenesses. Abul Fazl tells us in the Ain-i-Akbari, "and also ordered 
to have the likeness taken of all the grandees of his realm. An immense album was 
thus formed, those that have passed away have received a new life and those who are 
still alive have immortality promised them'^". This led us to the assessment of the 
Mughal portrait in general. 'His Majesty himself sat for his likenesses. Abul Fazl tells 
us in i\\Q Ain-i-Akbari, "and also ordered to have the likeness taken of all the grandees 
of his realm'. An immense album was thus formed, those that have passed away have 
received a new life and those who are still alive have immortality promised them." 
The female faces and body carries a certain delicacy about it but for 
distinguish it from the male the artist depends mostly on clothes, hair, ornaments and 
other such peculiarities. Their faces are oval in shape with round chin and longish 
nose. It seems those female figures are drawn according to strict rules. So that the 
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figures are appearing in different manuscript and drawn by different artist do not 
subsequently differ from each. The examples found in the plates referred above may 
be found in the copy of the Tuzuk manuscript'^  
The painters of the Razmnama have drawn ladies in a strict profile though 
depiction remains the same .In a few instances the eyes have became vide' . The faces 
are mostly round the small round chin is drawn with large cheeks' 
The flill figure of a lady is also a same type ,these are directly drawn on set 
formula viz. long slim body, a thin waist, broad span of shoulders, high breast, long 
hand with longish fingers and generally the part of the body above the waist shorter 
than the rest below'^  
The characteristic features of ladies belonging to the nobility and the 
commoner's class are alike .For female faces, the artist evidently depend to a large 
extent on imagination .Few standard lines and curves that served his purpose came 
handy to him and these made use of, for the representation of ladies with such 
adjustments, according to the pose demand. 
. Abul Fazl, while giving a list of the painters of Akbar's time, does not make a 
mention of single female painters; but that does not mean that there were not female 
artist. There is evidence to show that there were female painters in the Mughal 
harem'^ . According to Rai Kkrishna Das, a portrait of women artist named Shafiqa 
Banu has come to light/ 
The number of women painters was small, and the involvement of men artist 
was always imperative, more so because at the royal atelier the preparation of a 
Mughal miniature was a combined effort of many artist'^. 
The artist could not always see the face of the ladies who they had to paint, it 
was never a problem or handicap for them, for painting of ladies of the harem 
enjoying holi did not necessarily involve true to life portraiture of specific feminine 
personalities. 
It may be summed up with the observation that the so called likenesses of the 
royal princesses and queens, etc are ideal representation and not an actual portrait. Let 
us here from Niharranjan Ray who has to comment on a said portrait of Jodha Bai, 
lodged in the Victoria Memorial Hall Kolkata (Accession no. V. M., no.77). 
That is a dignified presentation of a princely and dignified lady is clearly 
manifest, but to what extant it to portraiture in the said sense of the term in which the 
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Mughal artists and the Mughal court knew. It is difficult to say because it appears to 
be an identical interpretation since it is difficult to imagine if any male artist had ever 
any chance of setting eyes on Jodha Bai after her marriage with Jahangir, as a matter 
of that on any lady of the Mughal harem. Indeed, all representations of women in 
Mughal painting are of ideal types, not portraits^'. 
Further the likeness of Nur Jahan as noticed by O. C. Gangoly and Asok 
Kumar Das are at variance with each other. These are actually painted by memory on 
hear say basis and are not authentic likeness of an individual, and do not belong to the 
category of historical portraits. These are obviously a standard type of an excellent 
representation of a royal woman of high status. 
As against this, likeness of concubines, dancer ordinary women, etc. are sometimes 
characteristics. However, in this group of picture as well, in general, their depiction is 
typified and standardized after Persian and Indian convention. The female dancers and 
musicians depicted in the miniature "a prince watches a girl dancer". From Diwan of 
Anwari (Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge dated 1588) bear affinity with 
Chaurapanchsikha style, a native tradition of 15'*^  to 16* centuries painting in central 
India^ .^This particular "type" also appear in the Tutinama miniatures 1565-70 "^'. 
22 
References 
1. Percy Brown: Indian Paintings under the Moghuls ,p.l58; S.K. 
Banerjee, Humayun Badshah, vol.p.60. 
2. N. Manucchi, Storia do Mogor, vol. II, p. 72-73 (Irvine, Edition). 
3. S .K, Banerjee Humayun Badshah, vol. I, p.60. 
4. Sen Giti, Paintings from the Akbarnama, pis. 16-18 facing pp.63-66. 
5. Tod, Annals and Antiquities ofRajesthan, II p. 287. 
6. Khamsa, British Museum or 12208, fo].206a reproduced in A.J. Qaisar 
The Indian Response to European Technology & Culture (1498-1707), 
Delhi 1982 p. 79. 
7. K.S. Lai, Mughal Harem, p. 70. 
8. Abul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari, vol. I, p. 114. 
9. AbulFazl, Ibid,vol. I,p.ll4. 
10. O.C. Gangoly: Rupam, Jan- April 1928, Rooplekha, vol. XXII, no.l 
(1951). 
11. Rai Krishanadasa: Mughal Miniatures, note to pi.7 (Lalit Kala 
Academy, 1955). 
12. AbulFazl, Ibid, vol. I, p. 114. 
13. Baburnama, British Museum, London, ff. 13, 256 and 314. 
14. Ladies are depicted on 28 illustrated plates 5, 7, 10, 13, 14,17, 18, 19, 
21, 27, 40, 41, 68, 72, 78, 79, 81, 84, 86, 92, 101, 116,118,121, 124a, 
124b, 120, 127 sketched by 13 artists(Jaipore). 
15. Ibid, (faces of ladies). 
16. Ibid, (faces of ladies specially women in profile). 
17. S.P. Verma, Art and Material Cuhure in the Painting of Akbar's Court, 
pi. 120. 
23 
18. O. C. Ganguli, Roop Lekha, vol. XXI no. 2. 
19. Rai Krishan Das, Mughal Miniature, pi.36. 
20. Krishna Chaitanya, A History of Indian Paintings, pl.36. 
21. Niharranjan Ray, Mughal Court Painting, pl. XXII. 
22. S.C. Welch, Art of Mughal India, pp25-26, pl.4b. 
23. S.C. Welch, Ibid, pl.3b. 
24 

Drapery occupied a fairly prominent place in the life of the ladies of royalty 
and nobility. In the Mughal days the upper class ladies had very limited occupation 
and their physical charms were the only passport of royal favour. Most of them 
devoted their utmost attention to their dresses. The women of royalty and nobility 
wore elegant and wore costly dresses and took pleasure in being daintily dressed so 
that they may look pretty and attractive. The ladies of the higher class changed their 
dresses everyday, and they never put on the used costumes again, rather they gave 
these dresses to their servants'. 
The materials used in the dresses were usually thin silk, doria (striped cloth) 
and muslin. Sometimes the dresses consisted of Zabaft (cloth woven by golden 
thread), tiladoz, mukeshkar, kimkhwab (varieties of cloth made of gold) and 
kalabattu^ (golden trinkets). The dresses were embroidered with gold and silver. 
Laces were added to make them more graceful. The difference between the dress of 
royalty, nobility and middle class lay mostly in quality, material and price rather than 
in style. Many paintings of the Mughal harem show ladies wearing dresses of muslin; 
it was as fine as to be almost transparent. Because of their intensive fineness of 
texture, it was called Shabnam and famous as Dhaka malmal. The garments of the 
princesses were light; cool, airily and soft to touch. The reign of Akbar is regarded to 
be the evolution of women's costume . This process was given impetus by the 
entrance of Rajput princesses in his harem. The emperor Akbar being a broad minded 
and liberal allowed them to continue their own pattern of dresses. This occasioned a 
remarkable change in the fashion and style of dresses. 
The princesses of Mughal harem used to wear turbans by the king's 
permission. On the turban valuable aigrette were surrounded by pearls and precious 
stones. This was extremely becoming and made them look very graceful. A painting 
from Tuzuk c.1610 women are shown in various type of head dress''. As regards the 
head dresses of the Mughal ladies, the Taj-kulah, which was the favorite headgear of 
queens and princesses until the 15* century, started losing its popularity. In 
Humayun's time the ladies used a high crested cap called Taqi. The unmarried girls 
wore it while the married wore a Taqi, with a veil having called lachag or qasaba. 
The ladies of high families added plumes also to their caps. The Taqi lost its 
popularity long before Akbar's death and was used only by maids and women guards 
etc. Some ladies also wore turban decorated with pearls and plumes, which was 
special privilege allowed by emperor to a select few ?^ They also covered their head 
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with a sheet of cloth of gold spangled with stars of different makes and colors or wore 
turbans with an aigrette with ostrich feathers and ruby plum, and surrounded by pearls 
and precious stones .A painting from Jahangir's period c. 1615-20 shows that women 
are shown in transparent dupatta . The dupatta, probably a purely Indian dress, 
seems to have been adopted by the Mughal ladies. 
During the cold weather they wore some dresses covering themselves on the 
top of the other things with a woolen qaba or a long gown covering down to the feet. 
The Hindu ladies wore dresses of dark maroon or blue colour and fastened a girdle of 
white cloth round the waist. A plate from Tuzukc.\6\5-2Q depicts/7e5/2M'oz a dress for 
women* . The Peshwaz was a long following robe for ladies. It combines the bodice 
and skrit. Abul Fazal describes it briefly as being like the jama, but open in the front. 
It was specially used to wear by women. The miniatures show the royal ladies 
accompanied with female dancers' etc. clad in the Peshwaz. The Peshwaz is still used 
as the main costume of the female dancers of the Kathak style, though it is possible 
that it may since have undergone slight variations. It was tied some where on the 
middle of the chest rather loosely. Some times it could be made without fastenings. It 
was long, tight sleeves linked above the wrist. We have no evidence of a Peshwaz 
being quilted. On the other hand, it seems to have been a summer dress, made of thin 
cloth, probably muslin or silk. During winter, ladies wore the qaba over it^ . 
An Akbamama painting c. 1603-05 depicts women are sitting on horses. They 
are shown in veiP . The Burqa, naqab or chitragupita^\ these were the name of veil 
for the Mughal ladies and consisted of a long skirt, loosely plated, covering the whole 
body with two small, round or square cut eye-holes. The top of the skirt covering the 
head was ornamented and pleated. The more closely fitting modem veil has probably 
originated from the burqa. The entire ladies wore trouser, with front panel or loppet of 
gold brocade.'^ The costumes carefully were made of all kinds of stuff cotton, silk or 
brocade. The ladies used to wear trousers {shalwav) with gold brocade panel 
transparent choli, transparent muslin gown, with low berthed fastening just below 
breasts and transparent muslin dupatta'''. A painting c.1680 depicts women are used to 
wear dresses of fashion at that time'"*, women also used the shalwar or izar, (drawers), 
it is the prototype of the trousers of today, and is called a chudidar, but it is basically 
different in cut as well as generally appearance. It is commonly regarded as of muslin 
origin'^. The shalwar was loose fitting up to the knees and crinkled below them. It 
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was fastened on the waist by a string (izarband) probably of knitted cotton or sik 
passed through the seam (nefa) of the trouser. Akbar called it yar-pirhan^^. 
The trousers of the commoners were shorter than the trousers of upper class. 
The drawers hardly reached a little below the knee, were loose at the top but fitted 
tightly at the end. A painting, of c.1680 depicts in the foreground a women is 
preparing kebabs over a small fire. She is also dressed like royal a woman, who is 
drinking wine'^ The royal attendants (guards), cooks etc, also wore the dresses like 
the royal ladies. The trousers of the ladies do not seem to be at all different from those 
of the gents. The dress worn by the ladies of the palace were made of the most 
delicate fabrics. Their garments caught fire and were instantly enveloped in flames.'^ 
The Muslim ladies were distinguished mainly by their shalwca (breeches) and shirts 
with half-length sieves'^. The rest of arm was profusely adorned with numerous 
precious stones and ornaments . 
The patka^^ or katzeb^^ or the cloth belt tied around the wrist over the jama 
was made of fine silk or cotton cloth. It was folded and was long enough to be knotted 
around the waist, with the ends hanging to the knee. The katzab could be plain, laced, 
embroidered, brocaded or printed.^ '' 
A painting c. 1650 shows women are wearing printed trousers with flowers or 
striped^ "*. There were various kinds of each of these garments. Every season there 
were made one thousand complete suits for the imperial wardrobe, and one hundred 
twenty, made up in twelve bundles, were always kept in readiness. The famous 
among them was Wwr Mahali' dress for bride and bridegroom and some other were 
Do dami' for Peshwaz (gowns) Painch tolia for orhnis (veils), badlah (brocade) and 
kinan (lace). An elegant item of female dress appeared in this period. It consisted of a 
tight fitting kurti hanging up to knees with tight sleeves fastened up to the breast. It 
was decorated with frills, in the front and was worn along with short angiya and in the 
lower part tight fitting trousers was worn.. The material used for trousers was silk 
either printed with flowers or striped. The light thin cloth was used for veil. The 
dancing girls had practically worn the same type of dress, but their kurti was longer. It 
was made of fine material called sironj muslin, which was very thin and flimsy. 
During the reign of Shah Jahan the same dress continued, except one change. The 
kurti grew in length and reached up to ankle. 
The ladies of the higher classes mostly wore such superfine 'saris' of muslin . 
The women generally threw one half of their 'saris' on the shoulders or the head when 
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speaking to a person of position^ .^ Thevenot refers to the Hindu women thus, "from 
the waiste downwards they wrap themselves up in a piece of cloth or stuff, that covers 
them to the feet like a petticoat, and that cloth is cut in such a manner, that they make 
one and of it reach up to their head behind their back^^ . Another variety of popular 
dress consisted of a lahanga or ghaghara i.e. a long and loose skirt used to wear with 
a choli or angiya as noted above, and an odhni {dupatta) or a long scarf, which was 
thrown to cover the head and upper parts of the body. The ghaghara was popular 
more especially among the Muslim women. Nur Jahan was the unquestioned leader of 
the fashions in her age. She had revolutionized the pattern of dress and decorations 
and had new designs of brocade, lace and gowns^ .^ 
In the harem the Hindu girls used to wear 'cholis' (tini bodices) fitting under 
the breasts, leaving bare midriff wide skirts. But Akbar tried to persuade the muslim 
ladies of the harem to wear, for coolness sake, the short bodice, bare midriff and the 
light gauzy skirt and veil of Hindu women.^ I^n the reign of Aurangzeb, Zebunnisa 
daughter of Aurangzeb introduced a women's garment called Angiya-kurti. For some 
times Angiya was not worn with kurti, but again it came into fashion. This mode of 
dress continued in the later Mughal period. It had two main types viz one, short, 
covering only the breast and the other, long reaching down to the waist . Some of the 
ladies, especially of the higher classes put on thin and fine cotton or silken corsets 
through which their skin was quite visible^'. 
The aristocratic ladies wore qabas of fine Kashmiri wooP^. During the cold 
weather some of them also used Kashmiri shawl of the finest texture which could be 
passed through a small finger ring''^ . Shawls were made of the wool of an animal its 
natural colours were black, white and red. Some times the colour was unrivalled for 
its lightness, warmth and softness. People generally wore it without altering its natural 
colour. Akbar used it dyed''''. The shawls were about an ell and a half long, and an ell 
broad ornamented at both ends with a sort of embroidery, made in the loom, a foot in 
width. The Muslim and Hindu women wore them in winter round their heads, passing 
them over the left shoulder as a mantle. At that time shawls were often brought from 
Kashmir. 
A painting from late Shah Jahan period shows that the rich ladies normally put 
on shoes of varied designs and colors . These shoes were profusely adorned with 
costly silver and golden artistic designs. Nur Jahan had casting of her dainty gold 
embroidered slippers. 
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The eyes of the spectator, which took such pleasure in the tiny, exquisite 
miniatures of the Mughals, unrivalled in delicacy and finish, couid not gaze without 
aversion on crude sharps of ornaments and so each ornament became a masterpiece. 
The princess had little work to do and remained confined to the Mahal, they 
spent most of their time and money in toilet and beautifulying themselves. Abul Fazl 
in the Ain-i-Akbari, lists the sixteen celebrated items of Indian women's toilet {solah 
singarf^.T\\QSQ consisted mainly of bathing, anointing the body with sandal wood 
paste and other unguents, wearing dresses of various kinds, using collyrium, wearing 
peadnts and earrings, adorning the nose with 'clove' or ring of pearls and gold, 
wearing ornaments round the neck, decking with garland of flowers or pearls, rubbing 
perfumes. A painting depicts, woman is shown decorated hands with henna, using 
essence of rose, wearing belt with hanging bells decorating ankles with ornaments and 
eating pan. For the 17* century harem inmates Manucci's description in his 'Storia do 
Magor'is both elaborate and true life^ .^ 
Ladies of royalty had great fancy for ornaments. They adorned themselves 
with various ornaments to look more charming and attractive^^ 
Abul Fazl the court historian of Akbar had enumerated the most popular 
ornaments in his Ain-i-Akbari 1. The sisphul an ornament of the head resembling the 
marigold. 2. Mang worn on the parting of the hair to add to its beauty.3. Katbiladar 
worn on the forehead consisting of five bands and a long center dxox)A.Sekra, seven 
or more strings of pearls linked to studs and hung from the forehead in such a manner 
as to conceal the face. It was chiefly worn at marriage and h\vi]\.5.Binduli, smaller 
than a gold muhar wore on the forehead. 6. Kuntila, an ear ring tapering in shape. 7. 
Karanphul (ear flower), shaped like the flower of the magrela, a decoration for the 
ear. 8. Durbachh, earring.9. Pipal-patti, (pipal leaf) crescent shaped, eight or nine 
being wore in each ear. 10. Bali, (a circlet) with a pearl wore in the ear. 11. 
Champakali, smaller than the red rose, wore on the shell of the ear. 12. Mor Bhanwar, 
shaped like a peacock, an ear pendent. 13. Basar was a broad piece of gold to the 
upper ends of which a pearl is attached and at the other a golden wire which is clasped 
on the pearl and hung from nose by gold wire. 14. Phul iwas like a bud. The stalk of 
which is attached to the nose. 15. Laung, an ornament for nose in the shape of a clove. 
16. Nath was a golden circlet with a ruby between two pearls, on the other jewels. It 
was worn in nostril. 17. Gulband consists of five or seven rose-shaped buttons of gold 
strung on the silk and worn round the neck. 18. Har was a necklace of string of pearls 
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inter connected by golden roses. 19. Hans was a necklace.20 Kangan is a bracelet 
made of gold and pearls.21. Gajrah a bracelet made of gold and pearls. 22. Jawe, 
consisting of five golden barley corns {Jau) stung on silk and fastened on each wrist. 
23. Churi (a bracelet) wore above the wrist. 24. Baku is like the Churi but a little 
smaller. 25. Churin, a little thinner then the (ordinary) bracelet. Some seven are bom 
together.26. Bajuband, (armlet). 27. Tad, a hollow circle wore on the arm. 28. 
Anguthi, finger ring. 29. Chhudrkhantika, golden bells strung on golden wire and 
twisted round the waist. 30. Kati-mekhla, a golden belt, highly decorative. 31. Jehar, 
three gold rings, as ankle-ornaments. The first was called Chura, consisting of two 
hollow half-circlets which when joined together form a complete ring. The second 
was called dhundhani, and resembles the former only engraved somewhat. The third 
was called masuchi and was like the second but differently engraved. 32. Pail, the 
anklet, called khalkhal (in Arabic). 34. Ghungru, small golden bells, six on each ankle 
strung upon silk and wore between the jehar and khalkhal. Bhank, an ornament for the 
instep shaped like half a bell. 37. Anwat was an ornament for the great toe.^ ^ 
All these ornaments were made either plain or studded with jewels of many 
styles. Their delicacy and skill was such that the cost of work was ten tolahs for each 
tolah of gold. Each had new patterns in design""^ . 
Their hair was always very well dressed, plaited and perfumed with various 
scented oil'". The variegated patterns of coiffures were bedecked with flowers and 
perfumed oils. Abul Fzal says, "sweet-smelling flowers are used in large quantities: 
Oils are also extracted from flowers notable for their beauty"''^ . 
Hindu ladies parted their hair and twisted it behind their head. They often 
made rolls of hair on one side and did not bind it or made it in tresses. Girls allowed 
their hair to grow from the age of twelve onwards. The hair of the Muslim women 
hung down behind them twisted with silk. Women also used flowers and ornaments to 
decorate their hair. Vermilion was applied between the partings of the Hindu married 
ladies.'*'' Beauty of the face lives mainly in the eyes, the lips and the nose, and these 
were given special attention. The eyebrow was kept symmetrically arched. Eyelids 
were repeatedly penciled with Kajal Missi a preparation of antimony was applied to 
gums and teeth, but mainly to lips. The custom was based on the Arab administration 
for the rose red colour of lips'*'*. 
Married Hindu women in particular, her 'sohag' signified the use of 
ornaments on almost all the limbs of her body, from the top to the toe. Unfortunately 
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if she becomes a widow then she threw away all her ornaments'*^ and jewelry broke of 
her bracelets {churis) and wiped out the vermilion mark from her head. Women were 
normally accustomed to put on an ornament from their very early years. The ears and 
the nose of girls were pierced at a very tender age, and ornaments of gold, silver brass 
or other metals were thrust through the pierced holes, which grew wider and wider as 
the years rolled on"*^ . 
"KundaF was, often wore in the ears. It was usually made of gold, silver or 
copper and it hung down from the ear almost touching the shoulders.''^  Among other 
varieties of earrings, were worn by the ladies, mentioned may be of'karnaphul" (ear 
flower), shaped like the flower of the Mangrela, ''Durbachh", '"pipal-patti" (crescent-
shaped ear ring, eight or nine being wore in each ear), "Bali (a circlet with pearls, 
worn in the ear) "More-Bhanwar" can ear-pendent, shaped like a peacock, and 
champakali" (smaller then the red rose, and worn on the shell of the ear). During the 
Mughal period an illustration from the Anwar i Suhaili dated 1604-1610 depicts a 
plain gold ornament became a thing of beauty with a stone encrusted front the 
enameled back'*^ . 
Nose, was richly adorned with a variety of ornaments e.g. phuli 'like bud, the 
stalk of which was attached to the nose. 'Nath' was a golden circlet with a ruby 
between two pearls or other jewels. It was worn in the nostril , 'Laung' (an ornament 
for the bored nostril in the shape of a clove)"*^ . The jewel in the nose ring of a dancing 
girl was like a rest, an insignia, showing to whom she belonged, as each Raja owner 
had his particular jewel. 
These were precious, cut shapphires, emeralds, diamonds, rubies; they sent 
sparkles to the girl, as she danced and breathed harder, sparkled more selectively^ *^ . 
Betel leaf {Pan) had to its decorative and medicinal value. It reddened the 
lips^'. A painting depicts, women is shown in decorated hands with mehandf^. 
Mostly women in India were in the habit of scenting their hands and feet with a 
certain earth, which they called Mehendi, which colors the hand and feet red. Heena 
was used both as a cosmetic and a medicine for skin irritations. Its remedial properties 
rendered it of the value of pearls but for the princesses there was no problem of cost 
and they used Mehendi or Heena liberally. The ceremony of Heena bandi was 
performed in the royal chambers of the private audience hall (Ghusalkhana) . 
A painting from Jahangir's period shows, women are wearing ornaments of 
latest fashion^ '*. Women wore ornaments on the neck as well. They bedecked with 
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many jewels around their neck. Women's neck was also adorned with ornaments like 
''Hans'' (a necklace), "Gulband" was tightly fitted round the neck consisting of five or 
seven rose shaped button of gold, strung on to silk, and worn round the neck. 
Similarly 'Har' was a necklace of strings of pearls inter- connected by golden roses.^ ^ 
They wore these necklaces of jewels like scarves, and both shoulders added to three 
strings of pearls on each side. Usually they have also three or five rows of pearls 
hanging from their neck, coming down as far as the lower part of stomach. Upon the 
middle of the head is a bunch of pearls which hangs down as far as the center of the 
fore head, with valuable ornaments of costly stones formed in to the shape of the sun 
or moon or some star, or at times imitating different flowers. This suits them 
exceedingly well. On the right side they had a little round an ornament (Boucle), in 
which was a small ruby inserted between to pearls. In their ear wore valuable stones, 
round the neck large pearls or string of precious stone and over these a valuable 
ornaments having in its center a big diamond, or ruby, emerald, or sapphire, and 
round it huge pearls^ .^ 
An Akbarnama painting shows the women wore many ornaments ^' on their 
arms, above the elbow, rich armlets two inches wide, enriched on the surface with 
stone, and having small bunches of pearls depending from them. They used to wear 
very rich bracelets, or bands of pearls, which usually go round nine or twelve times. 
In this way the physicians often had not the place for feeling the pulse. They had felt 
difficult to put hand upon it. Female arms, wrists and fingers likewise were laden with 
different types of ornaments viz. 'Bajuband'^ ^ (an armlet), 'cada'^ ^, (A hollow circle 
worn on the arms) 'Gajrah'^^, (a bracelet of gold and pearls) 'Kangan'^\ (Another 
from of bracelet), 'churis^^, (Bracelets wore, ten or twelve in number, over the wrist 
up to the elbow), 'Bahu'^^, (the 'bangle but was small). Their fingers and thumb hade 
always a ring. On the right thumb there was a rings, where in place of a stone there 
was mounted a little round mirror they use to look at themselves, an act, which they 
are fond, at any and every moment^ "*. Various kinds of finger-rings also used to wear 
known as Anguthi, mudrika or Anguri.^^ Were also worn to adorn the fingers, 
normally one for the each, the well to do classes, however adorned them with jewels 
and diamonds, and at times, they were set with fine looking glasses . 
A painting from Jahangir's album depicts, ^^  the main ornaments for the waist 
called 'chhudr khantika' (golden bells, strung on gold wire and twisted round the 
waist), and 'katimekhala (a golden belt, highly decorative). Three gold rings called 
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'jehar' 'Pair (an anklet or Kalkhal in Arabic) a very popular leg ornament of the 
ladies. Ankal payal was used in the feet. It produced finagling sound when the wearer 
walked which was sometime, profusely adorned with pearls and jewels of different 
kinds'Ghunghru' , which consisted of small golden bells, six on each ankle, strung 
upon silk, was worn between the 'jehar' and 'pail'. Bichchwah (^ small ring) was used 
to adorn the toe and Anwat was other kind of ring, decorated the big toe^'. Thus the 
legs of the higher class ladies like other limbs of their bodies were also loaded with 
different kinds of valuable omaments^ .^ This, probably, might have made it different 
for them to put on their shoes with ease and comfort. 
The common women of Mughal period used to wear bodice, skirt and scarfs. The 
dress of common women among the Muslims consisted of a shirt and trouser^ '*. The 
dresses of common women were not as fine as the dress of royal ladies. The dresses 
were made up of cotton clothes. Ordinarily, they did not used to wear shoes^ .^ Hindu 
women generally wore choli. It was a small jacket worn round the chest. Below it 
they wore sari, references of sari frequently occurs the Baburnama^. 
Poor women, who could not afford gold or silver made use of seeds, shells and 
flowers. They also used Some times copper and brass ornaments. The poor women 
used to adorn themselves with garland. On the whole, ornaments in this period, 
definitely provided the maximum degree of attraction for the Indian women of 
different classes, and without them perhaps they could not even dream of enjoying the 
pleasure of life. 
The woman of royalty paid their utmost attention towards their dresses and 
ornaments. These ornaments were made up of precious metals and stones. On the 
other hand common women could not afford these types of ornaments. They passed 
their life in a simple way. 
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Women in harem 
The paintings of the Mughal period show that the women had their own 
apartment in the imperial harem. It had consisted large number of beautiful buildings'. 
The Emperor, the ladies of the royal family and noble of high ranks used it to live. 
Abul Fazl remarks, "His Majesty", have made a large enclosure. He has also divided 
them into sections and keeps them attentive to their duties .^ 
Bemier describes the seraglio that the seraglio contains beautiful apartments, 
separated and more or less spacious and splendid, according to the rank and income of 
the females of royal harem. Nearly every chamber has its reservoir of running water at 
the door; on every side are gardens, delightful alleys, shady retreats, streams, and 
fountains^ The harem portion in the palace of the Emperor is called ''MahaF both by 
the chroniclers of the time and the European travelers. Abul Fazl has given it a more 
appropriate name Shabistan-i-Iqbal or Shabistan-i- Khan. The Emperor never stayed 
permanently at the capital. He led important expeditions, and he went on pleasure 
trips to different part of his empire. The harem usually followed him and had to be 
accommodated in the camp .Their respective quarters at the station and in the camp 
showed the two different aspects of the Mughal harem life one in the town and other 
in the country .^ 
Roshan Ara Begum (Sister of Aurangzeb) was anxious to get liberty and 
enjoyment. She might live outside the fortress, and pass her days as she pleased^.So, 
she made request to Aurangzeb. He knew well the meaning of the request, but 
intentionally concealed that fact, and replied to her sister. "Roshan Ara Begum, my 
beloved sister most gladly would 1 concede what you ask? But my love to you will not 
allow me to live deprived to your society and it being the custom for the king's 
daughters not to live outside their father's palace, my daughters resent being deprived 
of you" .^ Thus it is fitting for many reasons that you live with them in the habits of 
royal princess. By any chance is there any thing deficient in the palace where you 
reside? Or have you less state by your sister. Begum Sahib? You know well that all 
my state and the wealth of the Mughals are yours^ To the women of the "imperial 
house hold" was allotted quite a big portion of the place. It lay with in easy reach of 
the Emperor. It accommodated a large number of women, from a queen to an ordinary 
maid servant . 
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There were more than three palaces in which the concubines of the Emperor 
were accommodated. These Mahals were known as Eathvar (Sunday) Mongol 
(Tuesday) and Senisher (Saturday) Mahals^^ On these days emperor used to visit the 
said places. Besides this, there was also a palace for women, in which foreign 
concubines lived. This was named as Bengali Mahal^\ Emperor had erected many 
women apartments at every 16"^  mile from Agra'^. Innumerable paintings of that 
period depict as a ruler, they had three or four wives, the daughters of worthy men, or 
the senior wife commanded most respect'^ All live together in the enclosure 
surrounded by high walls, which was called the Mahal, having tanks and the gardens 
inside the harem''*. All luxurious things such as jewellary, clothes attendants etc. were 
provided by the kings, according to the extent of his affection '^ . Their food comes 
from one kitchen. But each wife took it in her own apartment'^ . They hated each other 
secretly, though they seldom or never allow it to be seen, because of their desire to 
retain the favor of their husband, whom they fear, honour, and worship, as a God 
rather than aman'^. 
Each night he visited a particular wife or Mahal or the slaves, who dressed 
especially for the occasion, seems to fly, rather than run, about their duties'^ The 
amorous Mughal paintings of late Shah Jahan period depict undressed or women in 
fewclothes'\lfit was hot weather, they undressed the husband as soon as he comes 
in, and rub his body with pounded sandalwood and rose water or some other scented 
and cooling oil. Fans were kept going steadily in the room, or in the open air, where 
they usually sit. Some of the slaves chafe the master's hands and feet; some sit and 
sing or play music and dance^°. The slaves arranged the favorite wife accompanied all 
kinds of comforts for him, while going out, with the emperor . The rest of them were 
left behind and enjoy the company of the eunuchs. They were always anxious to go 
out. These women wore the most expensive cloths and enjoyed all worldly pleasures 
except the company of their husbands . 
The harem organization of the Mughals was based on the same pattern as the 
outside administration of the emperor's household. There were two types of the harem 
staff, firstly female and eunuchs and secondly male servants, who served under the 
Khan Sama outside, such as Nazirs and other officers, who also dealt with harem 
matters with in the harem walls. 
Officers and eunuchs managed the whole show inside the harem. Akbar from 
the dust of obscurity elevated many faithful persons to several ranks in the services of 
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the seraglio^ .^ The selection was carefully made, by knowing all about the affairs of 
the state^ "". During the war, the best women were selected for the harem of the king; 
the second best went to the nobles, when a conquest was followed by the new bride. 
Some females were also purchased^ .^ Many women were purchased through the office 
of matrons who by promises' and deceit had carried them off into whatever places the 
king or prince required. When it happens that he did not wish to keep them 
(permanently) the king sent them back with some great present^ .^ The way in which 
these kings waited these women in their Mahal deserves mention. The king had his 
officers outside the harem; he had the same among the fair sex with in the MahaF. 
All the persons employed in the harem were carefully selected. They had much wit 
and judgment, and knew all that was passing in the empire, for the officials reply as 
directed by the prince. The wives used to sit near the emperor all the time. They used 
to study at day and night that how to make exciting perfumes and efficacious 
preserves, containing pearls, gold, opium and other stimulants, but these were mostly 
for their own use, they ate opium occasionally in the day time, because they always 
produced a pleasant elevation of the spirit^^The paintings of drinking parties show 
that in the cool of the evening they had drunk a great deal of wine^ ^ .These women 
learnt the habit quickly from their husbands, and drinking had become very 
fashionably in the last few years of Akbar's reign. The husbands used to sit like a 
golden cock among the gilded hens. Until midnight, or until passion or drink, sent him 
to bed. Then if one of the pretty slave girls takes his fancy, he called her to him and 
enjoyed her, his wife was not daring to show any signs of displeasure, but 
dissembling, though, he will take it out of the slave girl later on^°. 
Eunuchs were usually faithful to their master, they were appointed for each 
wife, to ensure that she was seen by no man except her husband and if a eunuch failed 
in this duty he was punished . 
It seems like that wives in the Kabul lived in separate houses or pavilions with 
private courtyards inside the harem, a pattern that can still be seen in Fatehpur Sikri 
even aunts, consigns, concubines had each her own room, her little garden court . 
Paintings shows that harem in Mughal India was an ample spaced enclosure, 
which was guarded inside by the women and the eunuchs, expert in archery, and 
outside the walls, by trusted armed men^^ At sunset its all gates were closed except 
one, which had sentinels and was lighted by torches. The Kashmiri women also 
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placed in the harem. These were extremely beautiful. These were included with 
selected wives or concubines '^'. 
Feast and Festivities 
The life of royal women was full with the luxuries. They had no work to do. 
Therefore they spent their time by in the feast and sports. They enjoyed their life 
according to their desire. There are large number of Mughal paintings depict that they 
arranged dinner party, excursion, picnics, garden parties, drinking & drug parties and 
birthday celebrations. They had not financial crises. All these celebrations were 
enjoyed with the great pomp and show. 
Nur Jahan Begum gave many feasts. Nur Jahan arranged a grand dinner in 
1617 A.D., on the occasion of prince Khurram's victory in the Deccan, was the most 
memorable. She arranged a grand banquet and conferred on the prince dresses of 
honor of great value and other present. She also gave gifts to his harem ladies, his 
children and his servants"'^ . 
Marriages too were held in the open space of the gardens. A marriage was 
always a great occasion and celebrations lasted for fifteen days. In the year 1532-
33A.D., Khanzada Begum, the aunt of Emperor Humayun suggested him to celebrate 
the marriage feast of Hindal and also the mystic feast, after which Hindal's marriage 
feast was celebrated. This feast was held in a magnificent fashion with gold and pearl 
hangings and vessels of gold and silver were used. In 1541 A.D. Dildar Begum, 
another wife of Babur organized a grand entertainment at which all the ladies of court 
were present. She also arranged the marriage of Humayun with Hamlda Banu Begum 
in 1541 A.D. and gave a nuptial banquet after which she delivered the young lady to 
him.^ ^ 
'in 
A Mughal painting depict a woman with coloring hands and feet . The 
marriage of Jahangir's son Parwez with the daughter of Murad Baksh was held in 
palace of Mariyam uz Zamani. Jahangir's account of the marriage celebration of his 
stepson prince Shahryar was interesting. The feast of the Kar-i-Khair (consummation) 
of marriage, of his son Shahryar (1621) increased the joy of his heart. The Heena 
bandy (putting Heena on hands) Assembly took place in the palace of Mariyam -uz-
Zamani. The feast of Nikah (marriage) was held in the NurAfshan garden 
Nur Jahan Begum paid great attention to the arrangements at this occasion 
than she did on previous ones. At the end of the feast she presented offering. After 
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Nur Jahan Begum, the interest of royal ladies in arranging feasts and entertainments 
started decreasing. On the death of Dara in 1658A.D. Roshan Ara Begum, his 
younger sister, who was favorably inclined towards Aurangzeb gave a grand feast. 
But such reference gradually became rare. The ladies not only organized feasts but 
also attended them to which proved to be another source of their entertainment. It 
appears that sometimes the wives of the nobles also prepared banquets. The wife of 
Jafar Khan ordered a grand banquet to be organized for Aurangzeb in the year 
1665A.D^^ JahanAra Begum and the members of rest of the royal family and all 
chaste ladies of the court had stayed there till mid night^ .^ 
A Babumama painting of Akbar's period depicts that the birth of a son was 
celebrated with great pomp and fanfare'*''. The poet Maulana Sayidi found the date of 
the birth of Humayun. A few days later he received the name Humayun. When he was 
five or six days old, Babur went out to the char-bagh where the feast of his nativity 
was organized. All the small begs and the great nobles, brought gifts. It was the first 
rate feast. The whole court rejoiced, when the princes were bom. But when the 
princesses were born, the jubilation was confined to the women of the Mahaf\ When 
Emperor Akbar ordered rejoicings at the birth of Iffat Banu, a daughter of prince 
Salim, it was considered, according to Abul FazI, contrary to the custom of 
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contemporaries . 
A painting from Jahangir's period c. 1615-20 shows, there were more or less 
the routine recreations'* .^ The young ladies also enjoyed celebration of births, 
Maktab (initiation of education), aqiqa (tonsure) and marriages. Such occasions 
were almost numberless in the large establishment of the Mughal harem. Both 
Hindu and Muslim festivals were celebrated. The festival like id-/- milad, or (the 
feast of the prophet's nativity), shab-i- barat, (the night of the prophet's ascent to 
Heaven), id-ul-fitr, (the festival of breaking the long fast of Ramzan), id-ul-zuha 
(the festival of sacrifice) and many other minor Muslim festivals to which reference 
have been made both by solemnized with great eclat. Some other was Dasehra, 
diweli, holi, raksha bandhan and vasant. The Harem ladies arranged feasts on such 
occasions and helped in decorating the vennu of the celebrations. Illuminations, 
fireworks, abundant display of gold, silver and pearls, diamonds and jewels were 
highlights of these festivities. Display of firework was another exciting amusement 
of Mughal ladies. Their amusement at night was generally to have large torches 
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lighted on which they will spend more than one hundred and fifty thousand 
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rupees . 
There were many other occasions for ladies to celebrate. Akbar used to go 
boating along with his ladies and enjoyed the spectacle of the variegated spring in 
various gardens'* .^ Jahangir particularly used to pass many days and night in outings 
and picnics in the company of ladies. On one occasion he visited Humayun's tomb 
in Delhi in the company of ladies and children"*^ . "The words of the king himself, I 
held meeting in one of the houses of the palace of Nur Jahan Begum (in Malwa), 
which was situated in the midst of large tanks, and invited the Amirs and courtiers 
in the feast which had been prepared by Nur Jahan Begum. There were all kinds of 
intoxicating drinks. In 1621 A.D. Jahangir, along with other ladies, went to the 
palace of NurJahan Begum. In his honor she held a royal entertainment there'*''. 
A Mughal painting c. 1620-25 depicts a prince and a woman are enjoying 
picnic in a forest'**. Picnics by ladies were occasions when they sought and found 
pleasure. The ladies of the royal palace passed their time mostly in the Mahal. They 
sought freedom as individuals and as groups. In this context Manucci tells us a very 
interesting story. In front of the royal palace at Lahore was a garden called Dil 
Kusha. Twelve officials were sent out in search of twelve women. One by one 
eleven appeared, and one man was left with out a lady. As the sun was setting, there 
appeared one at entrance of the garden, who walked most gracefully. She roused 
enuy in the whole company. Drawing near to him to whom she was allotted, who 
had come forward? She perceived it was her husband. 
A Mughal painting c. 1620-25 depicts a prince and a woman is enjoying 
drinking party''^ . Some times pipes and drinking cups added to their enjoyment and 
they often had a puff or sip to make them livelier. In the later half of the 
seventeenth century smoking (Hukka) became very popular. It was also used to 
entertain guests. Drinking was also very common. Manucci says, "The ladies drank 
at night when music dancing, acting and other delightful pranks go on around. 
Women of the seraglio too used to drink wine and took drugs. Manucci writes that 
the eunuchs searched "everything with great care to stop the entry of bhang, wine, 
opium, nutmegs or other drugs which could intoxicate, for all women in Mahals 
love much such beverages^ .^Udepuri, a wife of Dara, became afterwards a loved 
wife of Aurangzab. She was in the babbit of drinking spirits, and that more liberally 
than discretion allows, thus frequently, she was intoxicated. 
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Learned or Mullas wanted to make rules against women drinking or eating 
bhang, nutmeg, opium or other drugs^'. The ladies of the royal harem did not like 
it, knowing that the ladies of the Ulema also drank. So, JhanAra Begum invited to 
her palace a number of wives of the most eminent Ulema^ .^ They came dressed in 
the latest fashion wearing tight-fitting trousers and heartily drank the wine offered 
to them". 
Sport and pastime 
It is well known that Mughals participated in various games. These games 
were not only indoor but also outdoor. The Mughal women were also actively 
participated in many games. They also took part in hunting and shooting; Abul Fazl's 
Ain-i-Akbari mention only four indoor games in the following sequence, chaupar, 
chandal- mandal, cards and chess. There are many Mughal miniatures showing harem 
ladies playing these games. A painting from Razmnama depicts the game of chaupar 
one lady is standing near it^ "*. It is also well known that Zebunnisa spent much time 
playing chupar with her girlfriends. These games were freely played in the Mughal 
harem. 
Akbar invented Chandal Mandal, this game, sixteen players could be played 
at a time .It could be played in twelve different ways as described in Ain -i- Akbari^^ 
The figure of game was drawn on a board. It was consisted sixteen parallelograms 
arranged in a circular form around a center. Each parallelogram was divided in to 
twenty-four fields, every eight of which formed a row. The number of pieces was 
sixty-four, dices were used, of which the four longer sides were marked with one, 
two, ten and twelve points respectively. The number of players was sixteen but the 
game might be played by fifteen or even less players the figure being lessened 
accordingly. Each player got four pieces, which were placed in the middle. Abul FazI 
describes the technique of playing this game. Thus as in chaupur, the pieces were 
moved to the right, and passed through, the whole circle. The player who was out first 
was entitled to receive the stipulated amount from the other fifteen players, the second 
that was out, from fourteen players, as so on. The first player, therefore, won most, 
and the last lost most, the other players both lost and won^ .^ 
Chaupar was another popular game among ladies of Mughal harem .There are 
many paintings of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century, which can be better 
described as 'Indian' then as Rajputs or Mughal. One plate of 'pachisiplayers' is a 
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beautiful example; though it loses very much in reproduction. The situation is typical, 
a marble terrace where two girls are seated, resting on cushions. They are playing 
pacisi, or Chaupar. Flowers growing in a formal garden are visible beyond the low 
wall of the terrace^ .^ 
Abul FazI refers about the technique of chaupar game^ *. It is played with 
sixteen pieces of the same shapes, but every four of them must have the same. The 
pieces all move in the same direction. The players used three dice^ .^ Four of the six 
sides of each dice are greater than the remaining two; the four long sides being 
marked with one, two, five and six dots respectively. The players draw two sets of 
two parallel lines are of equal length^ *^ . The small square which is formed by the 
intersection of the two sets in the center of the figure is left as it is, but the four 
rectangles adjoining the sides of the square are each divided in to twenty four equal 
spaces. '^ This game was generally played, as it is even today, by four players in teams 
of two each. The game of chaupur was especially popular among the Hindus 
particularly among the Rajputs^ .^ 
Formerly many grandees took part in this game, there were often as many as 
two hundred players and no one was allowed to go home before they finished sixteen 
games, which in some cases lasted three months. If any of them lost his patience and 
got restless, he had to drink a cup of wine.^ ^ 
Women also actively participated in the indoor games. Sometimes these 
games were full of adventures. In the Harem they played hide and seek game. 
Gulbadan refers that Akbar was to play hide and seek with his ladies. Paintings also 
show that this game was quit popular among ladies^ "*. 
The Mughal ladies also played chaugan or polo. But it was not as popular as 
other games. The game itself was played in two ways^^ The first way was to get hold 
of the ball with the crooked end of the chaugan stick and to move it slowly from the 
middle to the hal (The pillars, which mark the end of the playground). The other way 
consisted in taking deliberate aim, and forcibly hitting the ball with the chaugan stick 
out of the middle, the player then gallops after it, quicker than the other, and throw the 
ball back^^ The players ' won from each other, and he who brought the ball to the hal 
win most. It was also played in dark nights^^ For the sake of adding splendour to the 
games which is necessary in worldly matters, gold and silver fixed to the tops of the 
chaugan sticks . 
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Women were actively participated in the hunting. It is well known that to the 
Mughals chase and hunt were pastime. Jahangir went on hunting excursions with his 
ladies and stayed in camp often for two to three months. Nur Jahan was a keen hunter 
and shot tigers on top of an elephant on one occasion using only six bullets to kill four 
tigers^ .^ Jahangir in his Tuzuk-i-Jahangiri remarks about hunting by Nur Jahan/° he 
also refers that on one occasions, he hunted hundred red deer his sisters and other 
ladies were with him^'. As on one occasion Jahangir had vowed that he would not 
injure any living thing with his hand. He told Nur Jahan to shot at tiger. Nur Jahan hit 
the tiger with one shot that it was immediately killed .A Mughal painting depicting 
deer while hunting by night is another characteristic example in which the artist is 
more engrossed with the beauty of the night then with the action of the figures^^. It 
probably illustrates the story of Rama and Sita's exile in the forest by the banks of the 
Godavari. The hunters are scantily dressed like forest hermits'^. The woman, 
concealed behind a bush, holds a lantern and tinkles a small bell to attract the herd of 
deer'^ 
Parda System 
The Muslim women observed Parda with greater rigidity than the Hindu ones. 
De laet refers that the Muslim women do not come out in to public unless they are 
poor or immodest'^ .^ Manucci refers that parda was more strictly observed among the 
Muslims than among the Hindus^ .^ With the advent of Truks in India the Hindu 
women also adopted it as a protective measure to save their honour, at the hands of 
the foreign invaders. On account of the strict parda, they spent their leisure mostly in 
gardens. Men were not allowed in these gardens on the occasion of the royal visit and 
sXx'xci padra was observed^ .^ Pelsaert describes about the love-lorn life of the wives of 
Mughal nobility loving in strict padre and says, "The ladies of our country should be 
able to realize from this description the good fortune of their birth, and the extent of 
no 
their freedom when compared with the position of ladies like them in other hand . 
Sir.W.Foster writes that no men could enter in the Harem only eunuchs came with in 
the lodging^ .^ 
A painting probably of Jodha Bai preserved in B.K.B depicts that a woman is 
sitting on a horse covered her face with veil. There are also two covered palkis. It is 
true that queens, concubines and princesses in particular, and other ladies in general, 
observed parda from outside. But inside the harem, they moved about freely and 
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came in daily contact with hundreds of persons who could convey to the people 
outside all that went on in the harem. As a queen Nur Jahan did not observe parda. 
On many occasions Rajput queens did not obsQr\& parda even in the Mughal harem**^ . 
It is well known that Mughal women played polo, enjoyed horse riding and hunting. 
These acts would not have been possible with their face covered. Female painters 
might have executed some paintings of ladies of the harem who observed sinci parda. 
Among the Hindus there was no parda, and the artists who saw Hindu beauties 
freely^'. 
Paintings depicted strict parda for the harem women. As there were no doors 
or windows to the halls, warmth and privacy were secured by means of thick-wadded 
curtains, called parda made to fit each opening between the pillars. On accounts of 
the sXncX parda, they spent their leisure mostly in gardens and on marble terraces. In 
contemporary paintings they are represented sittmg . Princesses were taught to live in 
parda. Parda meant living in seclusion or behind a screen or at least covering of the 
face by a veil. Akbar used a very interesting word for burqa, 'Chitragupita''^^. When 
she grew old, there was no need to continue parda, but by that time it had become a 
habit. Parda was not necessary in the harem. The harem was a secluded place, 
inhabited by women only^ '*. Parda in its elaborate and known form is a Muslim 
institution. The Mughal harem observed it scrupulously^ .^ Kashmiri women were 
employed to stand at the door of Mahal their duty was to carry away and bring back 
anything that was necessary. They kept themselves unveiled^ .^ Princesses and the 
prominent ladies of the seraglio had different types of conveyances for traveling such 
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as elephants, camels, carts and other conveyances. Parda was observed throughpout . 
Mughal paintings had drawn pictures of various covered conveyances like elephant, 
chaudouls camel (box like structure carried on camel) litters and palkis. Artists Abul 
Hasan has left paintings of these in color^ *. Palanquin was used by well to do ladies. 
These appear to be completely covered from all sides. However, there was provision 
for ventilation* .^ It was carried on shoulders by eight men. It was covered with red 
serge and in case of a rich lady, with velvet. Some ladies traveled in chaudoulis. It 
was a box like structure carried by two Kahars (bearers). It was painted and covered 
with silk net fringes and tassels^ .^ 
The paintings of Mughal period depict that harem was a big place. The the 
ladies of royalty were confined to the harem. Large number of women was appointed 
to work as superintendent or supervisor of the harem. 
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The woman of harem celebrated festivals with great pomp and show. These 
women arranged parties on various occasions i.e. birthday, marriage, picnic etc. 
The ladies of royal harem did not have any work to do. Therefore, they 
participated in many games. These games were not only indoor but also outdoor. 
These women played various games such as hide and seek, playing polo, chaupar, 
chandal mandal and hunting etc. 
From the study of paintings, we can observe that the woman of royal harem 
observed parda on public places. But inside the harem, they moved freely. The 
common woman did not observe parda. She did outdoor works like construction of 
buildings, fetching water and washing clothes etc. 
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Chapter -
Wmmnat 
Right from the reign of Babur the paintings provide enormous material of 
Mughal's social life. These paintings are the mirror of contemporary society which 
shows that woman was an integral part of the society. They were not only confined 
to the household work but opted many other professions as well. The women 
worked for both skilled and unskilled professions. This is proved by the depiction 
of women in the Mughal paintings which are rare in collections. The women were 
employed not only in harem but also in the field and craft works. The well known 
tradition of accuracy and realism makes it portrayals of scenes of the court and 
everyday life particularly for our purpose. 
These paintings depicted that the women of Mughal period were too active. 
They did all types of works as weaving, painting, spinning, carrying material for 
buildings, cooking, dancing, singing, playing various musical instruments, and 
washing clothes etc. They did work also to earn money and participated equally to 
the men in several professions. Men were totally depend on the women for various 
types of works such as cooking, fetching water and washing the clothes. In one 
painting both man and women are shown washing cloths. 
The emperor employed a large number of women for harem. There were 
more than five thousand women and he had given to each a separate apartment' 
Several chaste women were appointed as Daroghas (supervisor) and Mahaldars 
(superintendent) over each section. The inside of the harem, was guarded by sober 
and active women, the most trust-worthy of them are placed for the apartments of 
'His Majesty' and outside the enclosure the eunuchs were placed .^ 
The harem organization of the Mughal emperor was based on the same 
pattern as the outside administration of the King's house hold. There were two 
types of harem staff, firstly women and eunuchs, and secondly male officials and 
servants who served under the Mir Saman' Female employers were further divided 
into three grades, the high, the middling and the lower. Their selection was done 
very carefully. The inner portion of the Shabistan-e-Iqbal was guarded by brave, 
skilled and active women and the exterior portion by faithful Rajputs'* 
The first two grades were supervisor staff of the Mahal whom Manucci calls 
"matrons"^ They communicated the emperor's orders out of the harem walls, read 
out to him all important reports that were sent in by the officers of the state, and 
recited to him the accounts of the news writers (Waqia-nawis) and secret agents 
(Khufyah-nawis). In fact they supervised the administration inside the Mahal. From 
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them were probably selected of those who held the posts of Mahaldars, and Wakils, 
were well educated so that they can teach the princesses .^ From the second grade 
were recruited the Daroghas who supervised the work of each section, that is to say 
the menials, were of two types, slaves and free. Among the former were included 
the female who were brought as present or were brought in the market^ . 
The interior was looked after by Mahaldars and Daroghas, while at the 
doors were Habshi, Tatar, Turkish and Kashmiri women^ .The Kashmiri women 
were without parda. Each lady guard sent the reports to the Nazir of all that 
happened in the harem. Whenever the wives of nobles desired to visit the harem 
they had to notify first to the servants of the seraglio. The king appointed similar 
officers from among the fair sex with in the Mahal as he did out side. The court 
reports of all the events which occurred in the Mahal were sent to the Emperor. The 
replies or orders were written by the women writers of the harem as directed by the 
Emperor .^ The news letter (Waqia-navis) were commonly read in the King's 
presence by the women of the Mahal. At night the emperor was guarded by the 
skilled women in the art of archery and other arms. 
Musicians and dancers were also an integral feature of court life in the 
Mughal period. Royal patronage of these arts encouraged many musicians of the 
day"'. Innumerable paintings of the period depict the musicians and singers with 
their instruments. Terry observed that "the people delight much in music and have 
many stringed and wind instruments"" It is surprising to note that very few 
Mughal paintings portray a wholly musical theme. From the greater part the 
musicians are shown as part of the festivities of a royal nature at court or on the 
battle field inspiring the soldiers with their frenetic drumbeats. They are also being 
seen in informal garden scenes, at the feats and as a part of entertainment in the 
royal private apartments. 
The Women musicians have been mostly shown in scenes of informal 
sittings,'^ entertaining both male and female patrons. At the celebration, in Kabul at 
Humayun's birth, the Women musicians can be seen together with their male 
counterparts sitting in a row opposite to the other (male) musicians, they play on 
the dafli (a drum) and on a slender reed like flute. The dafli seems to have been a 
popular instrument with women musicians, as a folio from the Jaml ut Towarikh 
reveals . A much more informal scene in portrayed is Akbari painting, which 
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shows women musicians entertaining a young prince and his lady in a garden 
pavilion''^ . The instruments being played are ektara (lute) and tambourines. 
On the occasions of birth, marriages and other festivities, the presence of 
musicians and dancers is depicted in the paintings. The celebration of Timur's birth 
shows the musicians in a corner'^  lustily playing on various instruments including the 
cymbals. 
In the processional scene, composed by Jahangir's artist Manohar, musicians 
can not be recognized seated on horses blowing trumpets and beating drums, while 
other members including women, play the tambourine and keep time by clapping. In 
an another Jahangiri painting'^  the emperor is seen celebrating the festival of abpashi 
or (sprinkling of rose water) and musicians (including women) can be seen at the 
royal court. 
The musical instruments depicted in Mughal paintings could be broadly 
classified under various categories like cymbals, bells, lip blown instruments, drums 
and stringed instruments (lutes) '^ Cymbals included the sani and Jhanijha, the later 
of which was played with other instruments in the royal naqarkhana. Among the lip-
blown instruments were suma (flute) and the nafiri (the subtle difference between the 
two is explained by Abul FazI) , the Qarna, the alghoza. The last, mentioned 
extremely popular with the male and female musicians at the Mughal court. Drums 
included the famous naqara which could be loaded on horses and camels, and the 
damana both of which were beaten with sticks by one person. The daf(dafli) and the 
chang were tambourines used often in musical functions which included dance. Dhol 
(later day dholak), mridanga, awaj and the damru were played for their robust sound, 
the tone of which was dependent on the degree of tension of the skin stretched across 
the almost elliptical drum. Lutes included the Persian rubab'^, the Indian Vina, the 
lute which resembled the Arabic Kamancha and the tambura. Lastly wood blocks and 
bells were also used by the musicians of the period. 
The naqarkhana was the place where the ceremonial drums and cymbals were 
kept to be played at certain fixed times of the day. In a miniature depicting a festive 
scene '^', the performance of the musicians seems to be regulated by a person called the 
chhah bardar (the present day master of ceremonies). Bemier's statement on the 
playing of musical instrument of naqarkhana is quite informative. The musicians 
instructed from infancy in the rules of melody and possessing the skill of molding and 
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turning the harsh sounds of the hunting boys and cymbal so as to produce a symphony 
far from disagreeable when heard at a certain distance^'. 
A survey of Mughal paintings depicting dance and dancers of the period 
reveals that the male dancers invariably took a back-seat to their female counterpart. 
Secondly, Mughal miniatures also succeed in depicting a few specialized forms of 
dance as distinct from the general body movements that symbolized dance. 
A Baburnama painting shows Babur enjoying a dance performance in a 
garden^ .^ The dancers are a man and a woman. The latter, dressed in a long flowing 
robe (Peshwaz) with an odhni, sways to the sounds of the mandolin being played, her 
arms spread wide in dance Ghungroo (anklet bells) at her ankles, and wrists; and the 
attire is completed by a Turkish head dress with a feather in it. However, it is the male 
dancer who compiles attention. Dressed in the conventional J(3wa(gown) and half 
length trousers, he can be seen executing a jumping movement flourishing a sword in 
each hand. This must have been sword dancing, which required considerable skill and 
dance concentration. 
Dancers are also shown as part of court entertainment. A Tarikh miniature 
portrays four female dancers all dressed in the customary peshwc?^. One of them 
plays the Dafli while moving with others in vigorous positions. In another more 
private setting, a prince attended by maid servants and musicians watched a dancing 
girl . Dressed in the conventional long gown, the dancer has a set of castanets in her 
hands. 
Feasts and weddings too required the attendance of dancers. They are shown 
dancing in the inner and outer courtyards of a house, as part of the wedding 
festivities^^ Another wedding scene painted by Basawan (the Khamsa ofNizami) ^ ^ is 
notable for the color. Scheme affords of the dancer's dress, the dress itself being 
slightly different from the peshwaz depicted earlier here the dancer is attired in a 
yellow shirt trucked in at the waist, with close fittings red trousers and odhani draped 
over the shoulders. A more provocative dress is shown worn by two female dancers in 
a dance-duet^ .^ 
In an interesting depiction, Akbar is seen watching a dance being performed 
by dancing girls brought from Baz Bahadur's palace at Malwa^*. Dressed in cholis 
(small bodices) fitting under the breast, exposing the knees, and well fitting traditional 
trousers with a gauze dupatta flung cordlessly across the bodice, these dancers 
perform bare foot with handles forming the graceful movements of the dance known 
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as Kathak. They have small caps on and ghungroos over their wrists. The audience 
includes several women and the dance is being performed in Akbar's inner 
apartments. 
It would be interesting to know whether any social stigma was attached to 
these dancers who performed for both private and public audiences. Pietro Delia Valle 
says "certain Indian women of the town, public dancers, gave us some pastime, by 
dancing to the sound of drums and other instruments. Which were sounded by their 
husbands with great noise?" The presence of husbands then must have certainly 
afforded these dancers an aura of respectability^ .^ 
Bemier talking of the singing and dancing girls (Kanchinies) kept by 
Shahjahan in his seraglio is more in deed the prostitutes seen in bazaars but those of 
more private and respectable class, who attend the grand weddings of nobles for the 
purpose of singing and dancing ^^. 
The art of dancing does not seem to enjoy a respectable place in society and as 
such, there are no references available of ladies of high class family taking interest in 
this art thus it seems to have been confined to a class of professionals alone. 
Dances were generally performed in restricted assemblies and still they were 
quite popular and added to delight on occasion. Royal ladies of the harem often 
entertained themselves with dance performances. Although Aurangzeb prohibited 
dancing and singing at court, yet he allowed it in his palace for the diversion of the 
queens and his daughters. 
There was a certain class of ladies which took dancing as profession. Akbar 
used to call them Kanchinies. They had no other profession except dancing. They 
performed their dances on ceremonious occasions. Peter Mundy, who visited India in 
1628 A.D. writes, "There are also dancing wenches of whom there are diverse sorts as 
Lullens (Lalni), Harcanees (Harakin), Kanchinies (Kanchain), Doomensees (Damm) 
being of several castes. 
Kanchinies were under obligation to attend twice a week at court, for which 
they received pay and to perform at a special place which the king had assigned to 
them. This class is more esteemed than others, by reason of their great beauty. When 
they all ride in highly embellished vehicles and are clothed in rich raiment. All of 
them appear and dance in the royal presence. Ordinarily the dancing women dance in 
the principal open places in the city beginning at six 0 ' clock in the evening and 
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going on till nine lighted by many torches and from this dancing they earn a good deal 
ofmoney^'. 
By the words "the duties of their offices" Manucci in all probability means the 
custom cum obligation of the dancing girls to attend the royal palace on certain days 
to pay obeisance to the king and dance and sing before him. According to Bemier, 
Shahjahan was fond of fair sex and introduced at every fair and festival in to the 
seraglio singing and dancing girls called Kanchinies (the gilled, the blooming), and 
kept them there for that purpose the whole night''^ . 
Some ladies of royal family took keen interest in music and were themselves 
-5-5 
good singers. Ratnavali, the wife of Puranmal, sang Hindi melodies sweetly . Man 
Singh's queen Mrignayani was expert in music "*. Meera Bai was a well known 
singer. It is said that Nurjahan and Zebunnisa Begam also sang well and the former 
even composed songs ^ ^ Just like dancing music also enhanced the gaiety of different 
ceremonies like birthday, marriage, etc. In this way many ladies took interest in 
music. The Dadni women were employed to perform sohlas and Drupad on birthday 
and marriage ceremonies. Abul Fazl refers to a particular class of female singers 
know as the Sezdah Tate class. He says "the women while they sing play upon 
thirteen pairs of talas at once, two being on each elbow, two on the junction of the 
shoulder blades and two on the finger of each hand they are mostly from Gujrat and 
Malwa ^^. Besides Dadni, there were Hurkiyah women who played the tala and also 
sang^ .^ Paintings of ladies holding various musical instruments show one lady playing 
a Duff, and another on Bansuri. 
The monotony of life of the ladies in harem was often broken by the visits of 
guests and the reception to them. The wives of the nobles visited the ladies of the 
Emperor's household and vice versa. They were entertained with sweet drinks 
(sherbet) and betel leaves which were the favorites of the aristocratic ladies'^ .^ 
From this picture on an interior scene of Jahangir'.s durbar we may turn to an 
opposite effect of a exterior shown on this plate''^ . Flanking the elephants are two 
groups of mounted musicians energetically blowing on their trump lets turhi and 
naferi, or beating the drums, naqara. In front of these is a line of Jhandi-bardars 
bearing gaily coloured pennons or Shan-o-Shaukat and with them are several 
banduqchis who are carrying guns wrapped in brocaded coverings behind the 
elephants of are more musicians one group of men, the other of women, all playing 
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vigorously singing and beautiful time. In the upper group called Kalavat or gavayya 
which is a mixed assembly of Hindus and Muhammadans, two men will be observed 
with stringed instruments like large mandolins known as sarud. The women 
musicians called bandi are also proclaimed the magnificence of the monarch in song 
accompanied with the drum, dholak and tambourine, duff. 
When the singers and dancers were joined by instrument players, the 
atmosphere became surcharged with rhythmic symphony. Abul Fazl says that the 
Dhadni women played on the Duff {a drum) and Dafzon and tambourine. According 
to him Dhadnis were Punjabi singers and Qawwals belonged to this class"**^ . Dancers 
were generally performed in restricted assemblies of royalty and nobility and added to 
delight of marriages, birthday and such other ceremonial occasions. 
In the pursuit of pleasure slave girls and maids were as much important, as in 
demand as any kanchinies concubines or even the free bom, whether they were 
purchased from the market"" captured during war, selected during excursions or came 
with brides whatever their channel of entry in the harem. The slave girls kept in the 
Mahal were always elegantly attired. Their garments were sometimes gifted to them 
by their masters or mistresses. 
They use different manners of music most commonly they are hired at solemn 
feasts where they play sing and dance. There is scare any meeting of friends without 
them. Bemier refers to them as dancing girls. 
Women also took part in the Akhara^^, which was an entertainment held at 
night by the nobles of this country some of whose (female) domestic servants are 
taught to sing and play. Four women lead off a dance and some graceful movements 
are executed. Four others are employed to sing while four more accompany them with 
cymbol, two others play the Pakhwaj, two the Upang, while the Deccan Rabab, the 
Vina and the yantra (these are all various types of musical instruments) are each taken 
by one player. Besides the usual lighting arrangements and lamps of entertainments, 
two women holding lamps stand near the circle of performers. 
European praise the dance of domnis some other of Persian women. There are 
many classes of dancers. Writes Pelsaert, "among them are lolonis who are descended 
from courtesans who have came from Persia to India and sing only in Persian, and a 
second class domnis who sing in the Hindustani, show songs are considered more 
beautiful, more amorous, and more profound, than those of the Persians, while their 
tunes are superior, they dance, too the rhythm of the songs. Other classes are named 
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harekenis who have various styles of singing and dancing but who are all a like 
accommodating people . Mostly of these accommodating people were just harlots 
and prostitutes. Peter Mundy, who visited India in 1628, also mentions about lalnis, 
harknis, domnis etc. These were so called because of their different styles of music'*'*. 
According to Mannuci, "all these women are pretty, have a good style and much grace 
in their gait are very in their talk and exceedingly lascivious, their only occupation, 
outside the duties of their office, being lewdness'* .^ The kawwalis of this class are 
singing mostly after the Delhi and Jaunpur styles and Persian verses in the some 
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manner . 
It is also the practice of these Kinds and the Mughal Princes to entertain 
matrons as spies, who give [blank information] to these old ladies of the loveliest 
young women in the empire. Afterwards these matrons by promises and deceit lead 
them astray, and have they carried off into whatever palace the king or a prince 
requires ^'^. The queen and the other ladies pass their time in their rooms, each with 
her own set of musicians. 
A number of houses are shown enclosed with in a boundary wall with the 
house shown in the foreground attracting particular notice. This house has a verandah 
in front of which obviously accommodates a kitchen. A woman is seen making 
chapattis on an earthen oven (Chulha). A man, probably her husband, sits outside 
kneading dough in a big vassal. Three other men can also be seen in a pose of 
expecting apparently waiting for their food obviously these were travelers'* .^ 
A Hamza folio depicts cooking preparations being done by women"*^ . The 
woman is shown making flour fine by putting it through a sieve. A sun catray used for 
remaining chaff from grain made of straw is shown nearby. A Razmnamah folio 
depicts a feast in progress and for the first time women are introduced in the 
proceedings^ * .^They are shown bringing the qabs (Dishes) to the serving peace and 
one of them can be seen with a small piece of cloth as cushion on her head as she 
hands, over a heavy vessel to one of the men. 
Women too must have worked in the gardens. This is established by the 
unusual depiction of a woman clearing a water-channel in a garden in a miniature 
dated c. 1610 AD^'. She is shown using as iron shovel with a long handle as she 
clears the water channel she is dressed in the usual fashion of the period. 
Margin painting of a folio from an album of the Jahangir shows gardeners 
engaged in various jobs^^ .Women are again shown, this time there being two of them. 
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They can be seen carrying plants; one is an earthen ware pot and the others roots 
protectively encased in mud. 
A late 17 century Mughal paintings shows a vivid contrast between that of a 
royal hunt and that of aboriginal tribe people". A leaf skirted hunter is shown taking 
aim at a black buck with his female companion shielding him. She holds a camp and a 
bell in their hands, and is adorned with a garland of flowers. Theme has been repeated 
in an eighteenth century painting and the bhil couple depicted here too is scantily 
dressed .The torch is rather useful in shape resembling the modern loud speaker seen 
sideway and a candle was probably kept inside. 
A washer man has been shown in another miniature^ .^ Here a man and a 
woman, (presumably a married couple) are shown washing cloths by the bank of a 
stream while the man beats clothes on stone 'washing- board', the women is shown 
wringing out water from a washed article of clothing after having wrapped it around 
a stump for support. A big basket and a forked tree stump are shown nearby. The 
woman wears a red skirt tucked above her knees and a brief blouse. 
Yet another miniature has for its theme the famous incident of Ram's servant 
listening to the dhobi beating his wife^ .^ In this interesting painting the courtyard of a 
washer man's house has been portrayed most realistically. The dhobi is shown 
shouting at his wife who sits cowering in the inner door way. While a knot of people 
(probably fellow washer man and washerwomen) standing in the courtyard are shown 
listening to him. Thus while the professional washer men have been shown at work 
both at river as well as at home. 
The Women could also be given the duty of giving water to the thirsty. An 
Akbar painting displaying a camp-scene at night shows a women sitting before a row 
of matkas (earthenware pictures/pots) ". There are three of these, kept on a wooden 
stand, and a candle bums among the vessels. The women sits there patiently her duty 
presumably was to give water to the inmates of the camp. 
"The female attendants too served in a similar fashion. In painting depicting 
female royal personages, these women can be seen fanning and standing ready to 
serve their mistresses ^^ In one interesting depiction a royal lady travels in a covered 
palanquin while two women ride by its side^ .^ Notable is the fact that these women, 
probably the royal lady's attendants have been shown on horse back while being 
completely covered in long veils. These attendants have been dressed in the fashion of 
the day. 
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Spinning was done by with the aid of a spinning wheel (Charkha). Fortunately 
there are numerous depictions of the spinning wheel in the paintings of our period. 
The earliest depiction of the spinning wheel is to be found in a folio of Razmnama, 
1580 AD in which the wheel has been shown as part of the city Lanka. The spinning 
wheels have been shown in Harivamsa (Circa AD 1590-95) in a theme depicting 
Krishna holding up the mount Goverdhan. The wheels have serrated edges as in the 
earlier depiction but apart from this, no other mechanism is visible as both cases. The 
spinning wheels are either shown kept besides women or being worked upon by the 
women demonstrating no doubt the age old link between spinning and women '^' .In an 
early 17* century painting the actual act of the spinning of yam has been shown as 
part of the various activities being carried out near the gate of a town^'. 
In an Akbarnama miniature of late sixteenth or early seventh century an old 
woman is shown winding yarn on the verandah of her modest house^ .^ She is using a 
wooden wheel for this purpose, which was turned by a crank handle. The bounding of 
the bricks is shown being done by female workers (Sururkhikob). The paintings also 
depict lime being bought to the construction site '^'.The materials bricks, stone, mortar 
had to be carried to the upper levels as the construction proceeded bricks and mortar 
was carried up in pans and baskets by female laborers. 
In one scene of a man being shown through his head, the saw with teeth at 
lower edge is held by its two handles by a man and a woman on opposite sides of the 
man^ '* Unskilled professionals are usually employed in various odd jobs. However, 
Mughal paintings show them as mostly engaged in building construction a part from 
carrying out sundry works. In the paintings depicting building construction the 
laborers are seen involved in all allied crafts^ ^ collecting mortar, carrying loads of 
bricks and stones. 
Women too were part of this labor group. The painting show them at work at 
construction sites, engaged in breaking bricks, collecting its fine dust (surkhi) to use 
in mortar making and carrying pans of mortar to the bricks layers, walking to reach 
the craftsman working on the top^ ^ But they have not been shown taking part in more 
heavy and arborous work which was left instead to their male co. workers. Also, to 
ease their burden on their heads both men and women wear a small pad of cushion 
load. 
Women must have also taken up the profession of painting. This is proved by 
a rare depiction of a woman painters^^ The young artist is shown in the inner 
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courtyard of a house, with another woman (her chaperon?) sitting behind her. Three, 
models, sitting in a line, include a young women covered up with a shawl, a female 
child holding lotus flower in her hand, and an old woman. The painter herself is a 
young dressed in a long skirt and an odhni. She keeps the painting board on which the 
drawing sheet is tacked over one knee and is shown sketching with a pen. Small sea 
shells of paint are kept on the ground and other women is depicted in the background 
looking on at the scene in the courtyard^ .^ 
A women artist has been depicted in a Ragmala painting dated 1628 A.D. of 
the Mewar School drawn by artist Sahbdin. It shows a woman drawing the likeness of 
her mistress, lover on a big rectangular drawing board with a thin pen/brush. The 
sources of Mughal period refer information about women painters. From the literary 
and pictorial evidences we can know about three women painters, Nadira Banu, 
Sahifa Banu and Ruqiya Banu (? ). They worked during the reign of Akbar and 
Jahangir, Nadira Banu was the daughter of Mir Taqi and a pupil of Aqa Riza, her 
surviving work belongs to the last years of Akbar's reign but she appears to have 
enjoyed Jahangir's patronage as well. A miniature of St. Cecila, copied from Jerome 
Wierix, bearing the inscription "Nini" on the lower margin lodged in the vantage 
collection. Asok Kumar Das thinks that Nini is probably a female name, though this is 
a doubtful^ ^ 
Nini a court artist of the reign of Jahangir (1605-27) evidently copied this 
work from an Italian painting^". According to an inscription on the two surviving 
miniatures; Nadira Banu was the daughter of Mir Taqi. She is also described in both 
inscriptions as a pupil of Aqa Riza, the well known painter in the service of prince 
Salim during Akbar's reign. Nadira Banu also worked at Jahangir's atelier at 
Allahabad. In an inscription on miniature apparently a signature in which a lady 
painter calls herself a servant (Slave, Banda) of Padshah Salim^'. 
Both miniatures are made after western engraving A.K. Das notes that the 
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colour scheme in miniature closely corresponds with the original . There is no 
evidence that these pictures ever arrived at the Mughal court, and Das conjectures that 
Nadira Banu was probably guided in restoring the colour by Jesuits resident in the 
court. But it is not known that there was any Jesuit at Allahabad . 
Ruqaiya Banu, a woman painter is known from a single undated miniature 
characteristic of the late 15* century Safavid School. It is uncertain if she had any 
thing to do with the Mughal School. No miniature from her brush bearing the signs of 
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the Mughal Qalam is known. A miniature on a Christian theme executed at Jahangir's 
atelier (copied after the engraving by Jan Saddler) but he gives no reasons for so 
surprising an attribution Das explains miniature as a copy of an earlier Persian 
painting '^'. 
Sahifa Banu seems originally to have been a painter both her inscribed 
miniatures being adopted after originals by Agha Mirak and Bihzad of the Persian 
school. In both miniatures 1 & 2, however shading is used in the modeling of details 
which is characteristic of 1?"^  century Mughal Miniatures Jahangir's autograph on 
miniature^ .^ Further establish Sahifa Banu's affiliation with the imperial atelier. No 
details on the painter's background are available. Clarke's assertion is that she was 
either a Mughal princess or a personage of high rank in unconvincing. 
Thus the paintings of the Mughal period are very rich and have ample material 
which proves that the women played a significant role in the society. The women 
worked to earn the money. The depiction of women in the paintings shows the women 
working for several professions like dancing, painting, cooking, weaving, washing the 
cloths and carrying the load etc. The sources of the Mughal period prove that there 
were other professions also like prostitution and serving in the form of slavery. 
The women of the Mughal period played a remarkable role in the heram 
administration. They were employed as Darogas (Superintendents) for the purpose of 
heram security. On the other side the paintings throw light on the day to day life of the 
women, that how women took part in different professions and how women faced the 
ups and downs of the life in that period. 
There are many paintings which focus the women from different angles, i.e. 
One painting shows the violence against the women. In this painting a washer man is 
beating his wife. Similarly women were depicted in the form of laborer carrying the 
load for the building construction. The study of the paintings of the Mughal Period 
makes the social life of the women more clear. The depiction of women in the Mughal 
Paintings proves that the women took part equally to men in many professions of that 
period. 
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Conclusion 
The history of painting is so glorious, and important that it contributed much 
as a source material in history writing. Right from the ancient period paintings have 
been found in abundance. But during medieval India paintings reached its zenith point 
with the arrival of Babur, Persian painters came into India and they introduced a new 
type of pictorial art. This art reached on its height during the period of Jahangir. 
Similarly if we start writing about the women of Mughal period then we come 
across to these paintings in which many aspects of women life had been clearly 
depicted. 
Printings of Mughal women are in two forms i.e. Manuscript paintings and 
Album paintings. Manuscript paintings represent a theme related to central scene, 
which include paintings of various occasions such as marriage celebration, birth 
celebration of prince, story of Nal and Damyanti, story of an unfaithful wife etc. 
These Miniatures also include celebration of various Hindu and Muslim traditions and 
festivals such as diwali, dashehera, holi, rakshabandhan, vasant, id-ul-Fitr, id-ul-
zuha and shab-e-Barat etc. 
The royal painters also depicted real pictures of common women also. These 
women are busy in various activities such as washing clothes, carrying bricks and 
mortar and giving water to the thirsty etc. These pictures are in a theme related to 
central figure. 
Album pictures include portraits of various royal women such as Nur Jahan, 
Jodha Bai and Mumtaz Mahal etc. The painters prepared royal muraqqa (album) and 
added valuable collection of female members of royal family. These portraits are full 
page pictures painted by various Mughal painters. 
The beauty of paintings is added by border decoration. The border decoration 
deals various themes such as gardener is engaged in various jobs; maid is taking care 
of a child, astrologers are preparing the birth chart and musicians engaged on various 
instruments. 
The paintings of Mughal period provide enormous information related to the 
amorous life of Mughal women. These amorous pictures provide two types of 
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sentiments one is related to enjoyment of love and other type of paintings are related 
to love learn women, who are waiting for their husbands or lovers. These women 
enjoyed all types of pleasure except one i.e. love of their husband. The lovesick 
women of harem either attracted towards the same sex (lesbianism) or towards the fair 
sex (eunuchs)'. 
Paintings of the common women depict that an ordinary women could move 
freely in outdoor. The attendants of royal harem were dressed like the royal ladies and 
these women attendants inside the harem behaved like the princesses, even they were 
extremely beautiful and delicate like princess but they enjoyed all types of freedom 
and did all types of works like an ordinary women. 
Despite a free life of the harem ladies, some paintings show the women of 
Mughal harem i.e. princesses and nobles could not move publicly. They kept in strict 
parda. No painter was allowed inside the harem. There were women painters in the 
Mughal harem therefore some female portraits could be accepted as authentic. In one 
manuscripts painting, Maham Begum, wife of Babur sat along with her husband on 
the throne. The portraits of Nur Jahan are also authentic because she appeared in the 
window (Jharokha) and she did not observe/>ar(^o. Abul Fazl remarks in Ain-i-Akbari 
that Akbar ordered to draw the likeness of figure. 
The illustrations contain pictures of rich dresses and ornaments. It would 
consider being helpful in giving an insight into the course of the Mughal fashions. 
Unfortunately the descriptions of the various clothes depicted in paintings, which are 
in adequately found in contemporary sources. The Ain contains a list of the articles. 
Painters could not enter in harem. Therefore it is said that the paintings 
describing harem scenes are only conjectural and imaginary, for the court painters 
were debarred from the seraglio and had no opportunity to acquire any actual visual 
experience of such scenes. It is true that the harem was consisted a large number of 
women. 
There was always a difference between a wife and a concubine, while the 
wife, whether primary or secondary, was expected to be ever faithful to her husband 
and the concubine could not. In the royal harem, as in the households the Muslim 
elite, the position of the concubines was unique. Emperors and nobles spoke about 
their concubines freely without any inhibition. Indeed, a concubine was sometimes 
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more important than a wife .While the letter was only his wife, the concubine enjoyed 
the real affection of the man. Concubine age was very common among the Mughal 
royalty and nobility. 
Adolescent girls and very young ladies participated in festivities with curiosity 
and gusto best they lacked the capacity to organize celebrations of marriages, festivals 
and such other activities which become the task of senior ladies. On such associations 
the younger ones would have relished the dirty dishes prepared; a luxury which age 
denied the old. 
The ladies of the harem did not generally participate in outdoor games both 
because ofparda and the physical exertion involved. Some, however, played chugan 
or polo, and participated in shikar (hunt) of birds. Nur Jahan is probably the lone 
example among harem women who shot birds, tigers and lion etc. 
It is true that queens, concubines and princesses in particular and other ladies 
is general, observed parda form outsiders. But inside the harem, they moved about 
freely and came in daily contact with hundreds of persons who could convey to the 
people outside all that went on in the harem. The paintings of late period of Jahangir 
& Shah Jahan's reign show the decaying of social morality. These paintings depict 
women in bold scenes. 
The royal ladies did not have any work. But a large number of women were 
employed in the Mughal harem. These women were appointed as daroghas, guards 
and mahaldars. Some women were employed as musicians and dancers. The women 
did work not only inside the home for her family but also outside the home for 
money. They did hard work like the man in the building construction. 
A painting of Suz-u-Gudaz depicts that prince Daniyal watches as the flames 
consume the sati and her dead lover^ . This lovely little manuscript is attributed to 
about 1630, with three ministers. The three miniature showing the meeting of lovers 
on the pyre watched by Daniyal,are in subdued nimqalam (badly painted) style that 
heightens their photos. The final scene is especially effective, the solidity of the 
onlookers contrasting with the faintness of two figures in the pyre, already 
etherealized by their passion. In medieval India, the custom of sati gained an upper 
hand. It required the widow to bum herself to death on the funeral pyre of her 
husband. Usually she was expected to follow her dead husband to the other world by 
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immolating herself on the funeral pyre of her husband. In such a case she was greatly 
honored and praised as the idol of Indian womanhood. If she did not commit sad or 
the act of self-immolation, then she was, as noted above, condemned to a life of 
humiliation. Akbar declared forcible sati illegal . 
As we know that the Mughal society was patriarchal, the contribution of 
women was less in political life. But no one can ignore the role of women in society. 
The women kept themselves in parda. Inspite of this these women were bold and 
never felt inferior to the man. They actively participated in socio-cultural life and 
enjoyed great honour in society. A painting from Tutinama shows the merchants wife 
runs up to her husband kneeling on a carpet under a tent canopy and, grasping his 
beard. In the foreground in astonished women is a witness to the boldness"*. 
In medieval period women could move freely like present women. Women of 
middle and lower classes were engaged in many occupations. Among these women 
\\\t parda system does not seem to have been popular. Women generally mixed freely 
with men. The ladies of the upper classes were mostly confined to their palace. The 
woman of lower classes went out and assisted their husbands for earning their 
livelihood. Therefore the women of Mughal period were not too much different from 
the present women. 
Mughal Emperors treated their Rajput wives with respect and affection, 
because these princesses came from loyal and respectable families or rulers. It is true 
that the Rajput ladies who entered the royal harem lived like Muslims and after death 
were buried in the Muslim cemeteries; till their life time they practiced Hindu 
religion. These Hindu women were different from Muslim women only in their dress 
style. 
Although in general, Muslim women in Mughal India were aloof from politics 
and did not meddle in state affairs, yet in the Mughal court and harem their influence 
was preponderating and sometimes even decisive Maham Anaga was a powerful lady 
but she could not take a broader view and exercise greater powers in politics. Nur 
Jahan was a powerful lady of masterful personality who could retain political power 
in her hands for as many as eleven years intriguing and manipulating against her 
rivals and foiling the skilful designs of her opponents for grabbing power. "However, 
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she played the strict and affectionate nurse to her husband, mother to the orphans and 
the poor, a leader of female society as become the ideal of noble womanhood". 
Therefore the contribution of women in society was remarkable and no one could 
imagine the existence of society in the absence of women. 
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